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THE FEEDING-HABITS OF THE SPARROW-HAWK. 
BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

DURING the last twenty years I have paid considerable 
attention to the habits of the Sparrow-Hawk (Accipiter n. 
nisus) and have found it a matter of difficulty to accumulate 
material worth publishing on its feeding-habits, except 
during the period when it has young in the nest. 

A Hawk must have a moderately flat surface to feed on. 
Hence, if using a branch of a tree, it needs one of at least 
15 inches circumference. Even a young Sparrow-Hawk, not 
long out of the nest, can manage on a branch of this size, 
though of course it finds a great deal more difficulty in 
making a meal in such a -position than an old bird does; in 
fact, I have seen a young bird drop its prey and lose it while 
using such a position. On the other hand, I have watched 
old birds, and particularly the male, completely devour a 
small bird on a much thinner branch. 

During the incubation-period it is practically invariably the 
rule for the male to do all the hunting and from time to 
time bring the catch near the nest for the female. When 
he gets into the wood he calls and waits for the female to 
answer. If he gets no answer he continues to call, and after 
a time comes nearer the nest and repeats. This goes on for 
several minutes sometimes if there is no response, and at 
last, if his mate does not respond, he eats all or part of his 
game on a perch at some distance from the ground. As 
the perch selected is usually a dead branch, with the end 
broken off, an observer has a good chance of viewing the 
proceeding from somewhere near the nest. After he has 
eaten what he wants he spends a few minutes preening and 
generally tidying himself up. Then he calls again and 
perhaps repeats his call after a pause. After that, sometimes 
he will come to the nest and visit his mate for a very short 
time, or he may leave the neighbourhood at once, while 
sometimes he will perch, preferably again on a dead branch, 
and rest or sleep for a period up to approximately one hour. 
Then he goes off on the hunt again. Although I have known 
a male bring a second offering in just under an hour and the 
hen accept it after refusing the first, I should say that, in 
general, the male comes in with a capture about once in 
three hours. Though I have a good deal of evidence for 
this statement it must be taken with reserve, for it would 
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require an immense amount of time to make sufficient observa
tions to justify a true average. 

If the female accepts the food the male brings, how she 
will dispose of it depends very much on the nature of her 
surroundings. Sometimes she will do as the male and eat 
it on a favourite branch at some distance, not usually outside 
thirty yards radius, from the nest. 

Sometimes the Sparrow-Hawk will use an old nest of a 
Hawk, Wood-Pigeon, Jay or Magpie as a dining table. Such 
a nest (it would be more correct to call it a platform) is often 
covered with feathers and often contains remains of skulls 
and legs of the birds devoured there. Often splashes of 
whitewash about and below these dining places draw atten
tion to them and thus to the fact that there is a nest some
where near. I have often also found Kestrels using an old 
Magpie's nest in this way. 

Usually when these elevated positions are used the prey 
is of small size, i.e., Blackbird, Thrush, young Starling 
downwards. A larger bird, such as a Wood-Pigeon, may 
be eaten on the ground at the very foot of the nest-tree, or 
the hen may have to go quite a long way from the nest for 
her meal. In cases of this sort I think the male has usually 
got a wounded bird and the hen goes to the place where he 
has finally finished it off. She then half drags and half 
carries the prey as far as she can towards the nest-tree and 
when she cannot get any farther she makes her meal. I have 
frequently found places where a Sparrow-Hawk has fed on 
the ground on birds of many species, from Cuckoos to Wood-
Pigeons. At the same time I must emphasize the fact that 
the male is mostly a small game hunter and the majority of 
the birds he catches are Finches, Warblers, or other small 
birds up to the size of a Blackbird. 

From the time that Sparrow-Hawks begin to build in 
early March, or even before that, until the young have left 
the nest, it is usual for the hen to have one or more favourite 
feeding places. I have already noted those in the trees. 
If the feeding places are on the ground, various types 
are used. A large grass-covered mole-breeding mound is a 
very favourite site, or a stump of a tree may be used, a pile 
of faggots or a collection of branches cut from the top of a 
felled tree and piled in a heap. 

In 1931 I came across a very good example of the last-
mentioned site. I thought I saw signs that a Sparrow-Hawk 
was beginning to build on a platform of sticks in the top of a 
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large hawthorn bush in the middle of a wood, and a few 
yards from this I came on a pile of branches that had obviously 
been used several times as a feeding-place. This find made 
it pretty certain that a nest had been started. When a search 
through the wood revealed two more such feeding-places at 
no great distance I was satisfied that the Hawks would nest 
on the platform. A visit to the wood a week later showed 
that considerable additions had been made to the platform. 
The feeding-place first found was covered with feathers and 
the skin of a short-tailed field-mouse lay among them. A 
search among the pile of sticks brought to light a few pellets. 
It was obvious also that the Hawk, or Hawks, used to perch 
for long periods on the decaying branches, as not only were 
the pellets there, but parts of the surroundings were liberally 
sprinkled with whitewash. Neither of the other feeding-
places had been used since my last visit and they were never 
used again. 

In May I began to visit the nest and wood regularly and 
frequently. After a spell of a few fine days the feeding-place 
would be covered with feathers, and often legs of Blackbirds,. 
Thrushes and Starlings were to be seen. I also frequently 
found parts of the larger bones and especially the bills of 
Finches. On the whole, the feathers showed that the food 
consisted chiefly of Warblers, Tits, Hedge-Sparrows and 
Finches, with House-Sparrows occurring more frequently 
than any other ; this might be expected, as there was a large 
farm just one field away from the wood in a south-westerly 
direction and the wind was frequently from the farm to the 
wood. Sometimes Tree-Sparrows could be identified, for 
that bird was quite common in the neighbourhood. The 
effect of wind is easily explained. Sparrow-Hawks hunt 
up or across wind; but rarely, if ever, down wind. 
Hence, when the male brings food to the wood, he is usually 
coming down wind. The feeding-place should therefore be 
up wind as regards the nest. This also explains why there 
is usually more than one feeding-place for a nest. 

The Sparrow-Hawk began to lay on May n t h and produced 
four very fine eggs. For some reason they did not hatch 
although the bird incubated them for more than five weeks. 
She was always an unusually timid bird and the very frequent 
visits to the nest may have kept her off the eggs too much. 
Finally she deserted, but something had eaten the eggs when 
I went to investigate the reason for not hatching. Even then 
the feeding-place was resorted to for a few more days before: 
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being deserted, and was thus used for four months regularly 
and probably something like three hundred birds were 
devoured there. I may add that I never saw any indication 
of game or poultry among the remains. 

The bird, or birds, always used one particular branch as a 
perch when feeding. On my first visit this was still covered 
with bark. By July not only was the bark gone, but more 
than an inch of rotten wood was worn away by the efforts 
of the birds in breaking up victims on it. 

Such feeding-places are fairly common and I saw several 
more during 1931, but this was the only case, so far as I 
could be certain, where only one place was used. In the 
other cases two or three alternative places were used accord-
ding to the direction of the wind. 

After the hatching of the young practically all the food is 
broken up on the nest. Moreover, even after the young have 
flown they and their parents use the nest as a dining-table 
for some three weeks longer. 

After the family is scattered and until some time in 
February, I do not think that male and female work much in 
conjunction, but each does its own hunting. Then if the 
prey is caught in the open one of a number of things may be 
done. A small bird may be taken into a wood or clump of 
trees to be eaten. Sometimes it is carried to a fence in the 
field where it was caught and devoured there. It is very 
rare for a Sparrow-Hawk to make a meal right out in the 
open away from cover. If the place of killing is a rushy field 
or heather-covered ground, the victim is eaten in an open 
space, but well screened from observation by the rough 
herbage. I have very often walked right on top of Sparrow-
Hawks engaged in meals in such situations. It is rather 
curious that the spot chosen in a rushy field is usually mound-
shaped, if such a place is to be found. Every year in April 
I see quite a number of such feeding-places in the Perry 
Valley in Shropshire. In a single field, for instance, I have 
found a dozen or more of these mounds covered with feathers 
of birds eaten by Sparrow-Hawks and Peregrine Falcons. 

During the winter Sparrow-Hawks will sometimes make 
rather extensive flimsy platforms in trees in the woods. What 
the object of them is I have never been able to make out to my 
satisfaction. They do not seem to be used for dining-tables, 
but I have occasionally found bodies of birds and small 
mammals lying on them. These, however, may have been 
left by stoats, for I know that stoats sometimes store away 
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a small rabbit, or other kill, in an old Blackbird's nest for 
example. In such cases the rabbit is curled round in the 
nest and left until needed. Usually, however, the stoat 
covers or partly covers his food, and I have never yet seen 
any attempt to cover the bodies I have found on the Hawk 
platforms and, for this reason, 1 am inclined to think that 
Hawks and not stoats are responsible. It is certain that 
Hawks often use old nests of Hawk, Jay, Pigeon and other 
birds to feed on during the winter and I have seen nests that, 
from the abundance of feathers on and about them, must 
have been made use of on many occasions. This makes the 
non-use of the platforms as dining-tables all the more 
inexplicable. 

It is true that sometimes these platforms are later on 
used as the foundation of nests, but rarely in the spring 
following that in which they were built. For example, the 
platform of the nest of 1931 near the feeding-place which I 
have described so fully above was made in the winter of 
1929-30. It was between four and five feet long and two 
feet wide and the largest I have ever seen. The nest was 
made in just one end of it in 1931. 


