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SOME BREEDING-HABITS OF THE SPARROW-
HAWK. 

(9) CHIEFLY FURTHER NOTES ON THE EFFECTS OF SUN.— 

PART IV. 

BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

IN British Birds, Vol. XV., p. 76, I stated that the nest we 
were then watching was furnishing some new and interesting 
information. This chiefly consisted of the effects of the 
sun and the hen's efforts to shield the young from it. These 
began as soon as hatching commenced and before it was 
complete. The hen brooded the young as usual until direct 
sunlight fell upon the nest. Then almost at once she began 
to show anxiety. She at first merely shuffled about on the 
nest until her back was directly opposed to the sun. After a 
short time she slightly opened and depressed her wings. 
As the nest became more fully exposed to the sun, the wings 
were expanded more and more until the outer primaries were 
separated. At the same time the body was raised so that 
the bird crouched over the nest ; this crouching appearance 
was made more pronounced by her bending rather forward 
until her bill was among the latest added twigs on the rim of 
the nest. The photograph of her (Vol. Xy., p. 75), makes 
the description clear. This position was maintained for some 
hours until a branch began to shade the nest. It sheltered 
the young completely from the sun but allowed air. The 
only change she made was to raise her body slightly, for 
perhaps half a minute at most, during which period her head 
and tail were both further depressed. The tail in this position 
was never much spread. Before the final position was 
assumed her restlessness on the nest was due to the young 
being incommoded by fragments of eggshell on the bark at 
the bottom of the cup ; these she did her best to bury among 
the twigs from time to time. This pair of Hawks exhibited 
rather unusual relations through the incubation and nestling 
periods. Once during incubation, while the hen was away, 
the cock came into the nest with a twig. After that I never 
saw him on the nest again until the young had left it. He 
hunted, brought his catch to the wood, and called. If the 
hen wanted food she left the nest at his first note, though 
she did not join him immediately, but after moving about 
the wood for a short time called to him and, on his answering, 
she flew to him. The usual conversation followed, and then 



SPARROW-HAWK : Young 8-9 days old. Hen spreading wings just sufficiently to shade young from sun. 
{Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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after a few minutes silence she would appear, as noiselessly 
as a ghost, on the edge of the nest. If she did not want food 
she absolutely ignored the cock and he flew round calling for 
a period extending up to twenty minutes. He then devoured 
what he had brought himself and proceeded to hunt again. 
The intervals between returns varied Irom an hour and a 
quarter to two hours. On one occasion, while Nott was in 
the hut, the hen brought the food, a young Blackbird nearly 
intact, to the nest, and began to eat it there. After a time 
he must have made some movement which she heard for she 
flew away with the body and returned soon after without it. 
Later on the cock used to fly to a particular branch of a tree 
near and in full view of the hut, while the hen was taking 
exercise after leaving the nest. When she was ready for food 
she flew towards this branch, but below it. When she was 
within a few yards of it the cock slipped off and dropped the 
prey and she caught it unerringly as she passed by. I saw 
this done repeatedly, especially during late incubation and 
early nestling times. 

My observations convince me more and more that the cock 
takes no share in incubation. Many keepers assure me that 
he does. They shoot the hen and then trap the cock on 
the nest and this satisfies them. It is no proof. Not one of 
these cocks that I have seen shows any sign of having taken 
any share in the duties of incubation. His presence at the 
nest I put down to anxiety as to the welfare of the hen. I 
give just one case in proof of my theory. In July 1921 I 
knew of a nest belonging to a very old pair of hawks ; they 
had only two eggs and these (second laying) were infertile. 
Both birds were in an advanced state of moult. As the 
keeper of the wood was set on killing them I asked him to 
let me do it for the purpose of helping to justify my theory. 
I got the hen and then waited. In a very few minutes I 
heard the cock call in the distance. Then he came nearer 
and nearer, calling all the time more and more plaintively. 
At last he settled on the tree next to the nest-tree and called. 
As there was no answer he circled the nest-tree calling, and 
alighted on a dead branch in full view of the nest and not far 
from it. Here he gave one final appeal to the hen and then 
very leisurely plucked and ate the small bird he was carrying. 
After cleaning his feet and beak in the usual way he sat quite 
motionless for a few minutes. Then after preening a little 
he made another circuit of the nest-tree, calling as before, and 
alighted in a tree some thirty yards from the nest, calling for 
the last time. Then he flew on to the nest and looked at 



SPARROW-HAWK : Young 20-21 days old. Hen's body lifted to ease her for a short time : note position 
of legs. One young under her tail; one between her legs; one under her wing. 

(Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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the eggs but made no attempt to cover them, though he 
stayed some time. He crossed the nest with a kind of two-
footed skip or jump and I shot him as he left it. A close 
examination of the body by myself and Mr. W. Farren, to 
whom I sent it, revealed no sign at all of his having shared 
in incubation. Some stay much longer on the nests than 
others, when they are drawn to it in such circumstances, but 
none of the bodies I have examined of cocks killed during the 
incubation period show any signs of their having shared it. 

As incubation advanced, and again after the young had 
hatched, we removed more and more of the foliage round the 
nest to let in light and get sun on to the nest during the hours 
in which we were able to watch it. We also hoped that we 
should get a thunderstorm or two, but those that visited the 
neighbourhood passed us by. The only exception was just 
the edge of one and the rain was so little that it did not drive 
the hen on to the nest and hardly damped the down of the 
young. Indeed, it seemed rather a welcome change to them 
than otherwise, and no wonder. Nearly every day the sun 
shone intensely on the nest and the sufferings of the old bird 
(and the occupant of the hut) were considerable. 

During the first week, nothing new in the way of methods 
of sheltering the young was observed. The description in 
Vol. XIII., p. 120 and the photograph on page 121 apply 
exactly, the only difference being that in this case, instead of 
being sideways, the bird was almost facing the camera. 
However, as the young grew we could watch the development 
of the position day by day. As they got bigger so the female's 
shadow had to be made larger. To do this she opened her 
wings more and more until finally they were at the widest 
stretch she could manage. Sometimes she also curved the 
end of one down. At the same time she used to spread her 
tail until the feathers had no overlap at the tips. Unfor
tunately, owing to the position of the hut with regard to the 
nest, we could only get a photograph of her in this position 
facing us or at any rate somewhat sideways. Frequently I 
arrived at the nest when the sun was full on it. and often she 
returned and had to be scared away once or twice before I was 
ready. As soon as she lit on the side of the nest one of the 
young would hurl himself at her and cuddle against her. 
She then, instead of puffing out her feathers to their widest 
expanse as she would in ordinary circumstances, flattened 
her plumage as tightly as possible against her body and edged 
her way into the centre of the well of the nest, gradually 
widening the distance between her feet until she straddled a 



SPARROW-HAWK : The last day in the nest. Hen spreading her wings to the greatest extent observed. 
{Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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good many inches. The most coveted position for the young 
was behind her legs and under her tail. The others were some
times between her feet and sometimes under her wings. Now 
and then they got out in the sun, but did not stay long. While 
they were small they could all sit comfortably between her 
feet; in fact, in the earliest stages one could clearly see her 
working them there before she finally settled over them. Later, 
they seemed to feel the heat more and more, in spite of her 
efforts to shield them, and became very restless. Under these 
circumstances the hen Sparrow-Hawk was more peevish with 
the young than I had ever seen before, and more than once 
indicated to them that the discomfort was not entirely 
confined to them. She never fed them when the sun was 
directly on the nest. If she brought, food with her when 
she returned she deposited it on the nest and took no further 
notice of it. If the sun was clouded over sufficiently long 
for her to recover enough to do so she would break the prey 
up. If the sun came out while she was doing this she hurried 
and, if she considered it inadvisable to finish the meal, she 
would pick up what was left, and fly away to drop it and 
return immediately to resume sheltering the young. On one 
such occasion she picked up the remains with her beak instead 
of her foot. Her partner used to bring rather big game ; 
he preferred Blackbirds and Thrushes to anything else, 
though he brought several old Sparrows he had caught on 
the early ripe grain. On one occasion he brought an old, 
and very tough, Stock-Dove which gave the hen a vast 
amount of trouble to break up. Nearly half of it was carried 
away and dropped after some twenty minutes hard work 
on it. 

During some of the hottest periods her breathing became 
very laboured and as the sun travelled westwards so she moved 
round on the nest to keep her back towards it, and then I could 
see how her respiratory movements were communicated even 
to her tail. By means of a stop-watch I timed her respiration 
rate on several different days and found it to vary from 
151 to 155 to the minute. 

If the incubation, maybe owing to the heat, was unduly-
long, nature compensated the parents by making the nestling 
period unusually short. I noticed by the seventh day that 
the young seemed a little forward but by the fourteenth 
it was very noticeable that they were growing faster than 
usual. As stated in my previous notes the young were 
hatched two on June 25th and the other on June 26th. They 
seemed quite ready to leave the nest when I was observing 
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them on July 19th, Nott went to the nest on July 20th and 
found that two had left and the other seemed on the point of 
going. I went on July 21st and found that two were in the 
tree and one on the nest. Two left the tree and flew quite 
strongly as I climbed up. The other remained perched some 
feet from the nest until I was in the act of focussing her when 
she went and I saw no more of them in the hour and a half I 
was able to stay. Of course they returned to the nest for 
food for some time after as usual, but I could not get photo
graphs though they came on to the nest while I was in the hut 
more than once. The nestling period therefore for these birds 
was not more than twenty-five days, whereas twenty-eight to 
thirty is more usual with undisturbed birds. 

During the latter part of the nestling period I think the 
cock must have begun to bring food on to the nest again, 
although I never saw him do so. However, on July 20th; 
while I was in the hut and the young out of the nest-tree, he 
alighted on the nest after much calling, but darted off without 
dropping any food. At this time I was unable to spare very 
much time for watching at the nest. 

Another point that interested me greatly about this nest 
was the disposal of food. If the hen brought food when the 
sun was on the nest she dropped it and shielded the young, 
and never worried about it attracting flies or anything of that 
sort. After a meal, however, she was as careful as usual to 
remove any fragments of bone, flesh or feather. After the 
young were some sixteen days old she became less careful 
about this, and it was no uncommon sight to find remains, 
such as wing-tips of the larger victims, leg-bones, or breast
bones on the nest. These showed that a large number of 
Blackbirds and Starlings were caught. At first these were 
daily replaced by a new lot, but as the nestling period neared 
its end the accumulation increased and the variety of bones 
also. This showed that the young were allowed to feed 
themselves and that the hen no longer broke it up for them. 
In most nests it is not usual for bones to be found left about 
the nest until the last three days of the nestling period. 

The reader will be able to grasp something of the hardships 
endured to get these notes and photographs when he learns 
that the hut was made of coarse sacking and was absolutely 
unshaded from the sun. The heat was almost unbearable 
at times, as it reached 920 in the shade on July n t h and was 
over 900 on two other days while I was in the hut. 


