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THE HUNTING OF THE SPARROW-HAWK. 
nv 

j . U. OWEN. 

ALTHOUGH the Sparrow-Hawk [Accipiter n. nisus) is shot 
down on sight and killed whenever the opportunity offers, 
it is quite a common sight to see one hunting in well-wooded 
districts at almost any time of year. This is especially the 
case in territory that is not in charge of game-keepers, and 
there is far more unkeepered ground now than in pre-war 
days, particularly where estates have been broken up. In 
spite of this, many observers have little idea of the many 
variations in the method of the bird's attack. 

Before going into particulars it is necessary to consider 
the Sparrow-Hawk's limits of speed. I used to consider that 
for a short distance it could be as high as 120 miles per hour, but 
further investigation inclines me to regard go as a more likel}r 

maximum, and this is probably too high. I should put the 
minimum as low as 15, for it is considerably slower than the 
flight of an ordinary House-Sparrow. Much motor-cycling and 
comparison of the pace of birds with that of the cycle has 
made me reduce my ideas of the speed of birds very con
siderably. My rough estimate is: small birds, 18-25; medium, 
23-32; heavy (Stock-Dove, Partridge, etc.), 28 upwards. From 
this I put a Sparrow-Hawk's hunting flight at about 45, the 
chasing flight at 50 and over, a short dive at very much more. 

Suppose a Sparrow-Hawk wishes to hunt at some distance 
from its headquarters and at a particular place. To reach 
that place it moves with a rapid glide, very close to the 
ground, and as straight as an arrow across the fields. When 
a hedge is reached the bird just glides up, over and down 
again, and flies on as before. The usual method, once the 
hunting-ground is reached, is to follow a fence, flying fast 
and low, and every now and then slipping over to the other 
side and back again. This change of sides is made about 
every eighty yards. If some unfortunate small bird is 
perched on an outstanding twig the hawk's pace seems to 
increase greatly. It swoops over the bird and as it passes it 
drops a foot and picks the victim up with absolutely unerring 
skill. The hawk may then stop in a few yards and eat its 
prey by the side of the fence, or it may carry it off to some 
regular feeding-place. A Sparrow-Hawk's sight is so wonder
ful that these twists over the fence may be made to get out 
of sight of a bird already spotted or to search both sides of the 
fence that is being worked. The flight is mostly done by 
gliding and it is amazing how few wing-beats can be seen in 
the course of a hunt. 
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If a Sparrow-Hawk has no particular ground in mind, or is 
working a district where small birds are not too plentiful, it 
very often makes a kind of prospecting flight over the ground 
first. This flight consists of a glide some thirty yards long, 
then three or four rather slow wing-beats followed by another 
glide. A point I have noticed about these flights is that 
whereas the female's altitude is usually 80 feet or more, the 
male very often is as low as 30 feet. Sometimes one can 
follow this prospecting flight until the bird is lost in the distance. 
At other times one sees it changed into the hunting flight, 
which is much more rapid. 

From the description given above of the Sparrow-Hawk's 
usual method of hunting small birds, it will be readily under
stood that the victim is taken by surprise ; it is a victim 
before it is aware that it is being attacked. But surprise 
is nearly always a helping factor to the Sparrow-Hawk. 
Even when it has to catch a flying bird it usually obtains an 
advantags by having already accelerated and so reaching the 
bird chased before it has had a chance of getting up speed, 
as, for instance, when it dashes into a crowd of Sparrows, 
Finches, or Buntings in rickyards or stubbles and takes one 
of them as they rise. 

Many times I have been amazed that the hawk has not 
spitted itself in a thick hawthorn fence in the headlong crash 
with which it has entered after a victim. Although a Sparrow-
Hawk can with great ease pick up a bird from the ground 
(such as a Lark dusting in the road), I am of opinion that it 
greatly prefers a bird not on the ground. One day last 
summer I went to look at some Pheasant chicks and have a 
chat with the keeper. He told me that for some days a 
cock Sparrow-Hawk had been visiting the pens and had 
gathered a Sparrow or Chaffinch at each visit. At no visit 
had it attempted to take a Pheasant or a bird on the 
ground. That it took these birds in full view of a man is 
quite in keeping with the well-known boldness of the bird. 
I remember a male picking up a Sparrow out of the middle of 
poultry as they were being fed and within a few feet of the 
person distributing the food. Several times I have had 
accounts of hawks actually chasing birds into occupied 
rooms and have seen several that had killed themselves 
against windows in the chase. Twice, when I was a boy, 
did I see one caught on limed twigs as it struck at a 
caged call-bird. 

I have only once seen one pause as it picked a bird off: on 
that occasion a male took a House-Martin off a nest under 
the eaves of a barn, but even then the pause was very short. 
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I have also seen one take a young Moorhen tha t was swimming 
across a small pond, without even making a splash. That 
alone will show the accuracy and precision of the timing of 
the swoop. 

Sometimes it will kill its victim at once ; at another time, 
possibly because it is not really hungry, the wretched captive 
may be shrieking in its grip for many seconds ; this is true 
of small birds such as Finches. 

Surprise is even more important when an at tack is made 
on a larger bird. More than once I have seen a Sparrow-
Hawk swoop on a Lapwing near or on the nest and clutch it 
before it had a chance to move. I have seen Sparrow-
Hawks try to catch Lapwings on the wing, but never yet 
have I seen one successful. I have heard keepers say that 
they have seen Sparrow-Hawks catch Partridges in full 
flight late in the season, but I cannot claim to have done so 
myself. I have seen them catch Partridges on the wing, but 
on those few occasions the bird caught was not full-grown. 
On the other hand, I have often seen Partridges caught on 
the ground, or before they had gone more than a yard or 
two. I t is curious that I have seen more Partridges taken 
by Sparrow-Hawks in the period February-April than at 
any other time of the year. In most of the cases the 
Partridge has been running or dusting and the hawk has 
slipped over the hedge and been on top of it before it could 
move. Sparrow-Hawks must of course often take young, 
really small, Partridges, but it is astonishing how often the 
old birds will fight them off. I have more than once seen a 
hawk give up its hopes of a meal off young Partridges after 
being beaten off by an old one two or three times. I have 
also watched wild Pheasants drive a hawk off once or twice 
and yet lose a chick to the hawk. 

Sparrow-Hawks seem extraordinarily fond of any kind of 
pigeon-flesh, and I have often seen one struggling with a live 
Wood-Pigeon ; yet I think tha t nearly all adult pigeons 
captured are either taken by surprise or are pricked birds. 
Sparrow-Hawks are very fond of taking young Wood-Pigeons 
from the nest at almost any age. They probably take a 
proportion of immature birds by chasing, and it is possible 
that they get an occasional adult in this way if the pigeon's 
wings are in an advanced stage of moult. Then very few 
of the primaries are left, and if a couple of them were knocked 
out the pigeon would be unable to fly ; as it is their flight is 
very laboured. I t is hardly so much a matter of speed as 
ability to twist and swerve that is needed. On several 
occasions I have seen hawks striking at decoys put down for 
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Wood-Pigeons, but there again it was using surprise on an 
unsuspecting bird as a factor towards success. 

At times Sparrow-Hawks really do get birds by chasing 
them. These aerial courses are most interesting to watch. 
They are very grim affairs, too, when the hawk is all out for 
a kill. I have described in British Birds (Vol. XIX. , p. 312) 
how I saw a hen Sparrow-Hawk catch a Snipe. That Snipe 
had flown several hundred yards when the hawk caught it, 
but how far the hawk actually chased it I cannot say ; neither 
can I say how long the Snipe had been aware it was being 
chased before it was captured. But I know tha t at the 
moment of capture the hawk's speed was quite three times 
that of the Snipe. 

Sometimes the chase affords a humorous incident. Such 
an occasion was at Halston in Shropshire when a cock 
Sparrow-Hawk was chasing a Blackbird with evil intent 
along a lane. The Blackbird was swerving and twisting 
all over the place and was all but caught when it slipped 
under a large, low holly-bush in the hedge and up through 
it and on again into an adjoining wood. The hawk was 
under the bush only inches behind the Blackbird, yet it did 
not seem to be able to make out at all where its intended 
victim had got to and stayed there on the ground quite ;i 
time looking about and puzzling it out. I was sitting on a 
stile a few yards from where the chase ended, on the opposite-
side of the lane, and had a splendid view of the whole 
performance. 

If a Sparrow-Hawk chases a small bird the latter must 
be very fortunate to escape. Even among branches the 
hawk can follow, twist and turn with wonderful ease. One 
day 1 was ferreting on a hill-side in Radnorshire when a 
Sparrow-Hawk glided down the hill past me towards a 
clump of alders at the bottom. Whether it had spied birds 
down there from the top of the hill or not I cannot say, but 
no sooner had it reached the trees than it was chasing a 
Chaffinch. The Chaffinch made an excellent fight for life, 
twisting and turning, shooting up and down among the 
alders, but no bend or twist made an appreciable gain and 
the hawk caught up at a terrible rate in any few yards of 
straight flying. I t was soon all over, and the hawk feathered 
and ate the Chaffinch in the middle of the clump and in full 
view of us a bare hundred yards away. 

I am sure that sometimes a Sparrow-Hawk will chase in 
fun and not with full intent of catching. I have watched 
several chases that have given me this impression, and 1 
can say that however much the hawk enjoys it, the bird 
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chased equally dislikes it. The scared noises that the hunted 
birds made on these occasions are not to be found in their 
ordinary vocabularies. I have twice watched a Sparrow-
Hawk chase a Green Woodpecker. The first time I am 
certain that it was a grim jest on the part of the hawk, but 
the frantic screams of the woodpecker showed how little it 
appreciated that form of sport. The hawk then kept a short 
distance from the woodpecker and, to me, never seemed to 
try for a capture. Near Felsted, last July, I saw another 
Green Woodpecker chase, but this time the hawk meant 
capture and made one. Again the noises the woodpecker 
made in that last frenzied minute were simply dreadful. It 
made a wonderful, but vain, effort to escape through a small 
wood, but the hawk was practicallv its equal in twisting and 
turning through the branches. 

Sometimes a flock of birds finds a good feeding-ground and 
remains there while the food lasts. A few years ago a small 
flock of Goldfinches found such a feeding-ground, but unfor
tunately a Sparrow-Hawk had also taken up quarters there. 
It caught quite a large proportion of the flock of Goldfinches 
and I saw its methods. I t skimmed from its head-quarters 
towards the feeding birds and they were never aware of it 
until it was too late. Then they always tried to get to the 
shelter of a huge blackthorn thicket, but invariably lost one 
of their number on the way. Curiously enough the rest of 
the flock did not desert the place until the majority had been 
captured, and even then for all I know it may have been that 
they had used up the food supply and not because of the 
hawk. 

If a Sparrow-Hawk attacks a flock of birds, with the 
object of securing one, curious things may be seen occa
sionally. Near Halston I watched a hen Sparrow-Hawk 
strike at a covey of young Partridges on the wing; one of 
the covey seemed to imagine that it was selected for a victim 
and flew wild and wide of the rest, and it was this bird that 
was gathered by the hawk. I have seen this sort of thing 
happen often, but especially in flocks of Sky-Larks. Another 
point tha t has struck me several times, again most often 
with Sky-Larks, is tha t the hawk seemed to be definitely 
chasing one bird and would suddenly deviate from its course 
to take a different bird ; a bird, too, nowhere nearly in the 
original line of flight of the hawk. 

I often wonder what is the limit in size of the bird a Sparrow-
Hawk will tackle. I have twice known one dive a t a cock 
Pheasant. On the first occasion it hit the Pheasant and 
knocked out a few feathers. The Pheasant did not wait to 
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argue the point but scurried off in a most undignified manner. 
There was reason for this attack as the Pheasant was walking 
under the hawk's nest, which was a bare six feet from the 
ground in a small spruce. It may be that the attack was 
merely intended as a warning. The second occasion could 
not be excused in this way. I was Partridge-driving with 
a party on October 16th, and a hawk dived at a cock Pheasant 
that was put up. The Pheasant had got up speed, yet the 
hawk was -much faster and overtook it, but did not actually 
hit it. This was probably a case of " ragging ". 

Friends have given me details of two cases of Sparrow-
Hawks striking at Tawny Owls, in one case the hawk 
brought the owl to ground, but my friend went up and 
disturbed them. Both birds flew away, and both were 
probably more or less damaged, as breast-feathers of the 
hawk and feathers from the back of the owl were scattered 
about. This would indicate that the owl had adopted its 
usual method of defence and, twisting on its back, had struck 
upwards with the feet. 

I have never had the good fortune actually to sec Sparrow-
Hawks take mammals, although I have had plenty of evidence 
that they occasionally do so. Friends have given me 
accounts of hawks flying at stoats and squirrels. These 1 
judge to have been more in the nature of ragging than 
attempts to secure a meal. In all these incidents the animals 
were in trees. The stoat always made off after the first stoop, 
but a squirrel seemed able to stand about three. I have 
myself witnessed similar affairs with large rabbits. These 
sights are extremely interesting and amusing and I will 
describe one. I was sitting on a fence on the edge of a wood 
and noticed an old rabbit sitting outside a warren in a hedge
row on my right and about 150 yards away. Suddenly a 
Sparrow-Hawk glided from the wood along the hedge. It 
dipped over the hedge close to the rabbit, dived down over 
the rabbit, almost touching it, back over the hedge and into 
a tree 100 yards further on. The rabbit instinctively crouched 
as the hawk passed, then came upright again, thudding the 
feet as it did so. In a short time the hawk came back again 
and the episode was repeated. When the hawk came the 
third time the rabbit shifted a couple of yards. After the 
fourth he went indoors. The first time I saw one of these 
incidents I was amazed that the rabbit did not go to ground 
immediately, but it is evidently able to stand at least four such 
attacks. 


