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Accipitridae Hawk and Eagles

There are 234 species of hawk, they have hooked bills for hunting 
live prey, from worms and invertebrates to small mammals and birds. 
They have broader wings than the Falcons so are better equipped for 
soaring flight. Generally, the female is larger in the male, she stays with 
her eggs or chicks, relying on the male to bring her food. In my own 
mind this booklet is mostly focused on the Hen Harrier as the most 
endangered, but also the Sparrow Hawk, Buzzard and Red Kite, the 
poems and stories relate to the more generic idea of the  “Hawk”.

In Britain, because of the degrees of persecution and pesticides the 
populations of Accipitridae have fluctuated dramatically. Buzzards and 
Red Kites are doing well at the moment, Sparrow hawks are returning, 
but Hen Harriers are Red Listed, predominantly because good moorland 
management for heather (and game bird rearing) excludes the main prey 
of Sparrow Hawks…pipits. In November 2019, the RSPB published 
the report on its Hen Harrier LIFE Project. The project protected nests, 
roosts, and tagged over 100 birds, the report confirmed that the hen 
harrier was being illegally persecuted on a large scale.  Hen Harrier Day 
was the 1st August but there was also a fascinating live broadcast on the 
7th August looking at a variety of issues relating to the habitat of Hen 
Harriers. You can find bothe on Youtube Here and Here. 

Our relationship with these birds is filled with contradictions, our desire 
to protect some species has historically meant the persecution of others.  
They are high level predators and as Mary Oliver says (of an Owl) “and 
if I wish the owl luck, and I do,what am I wishing for that other soft 
life,” she concludes that we must “hope the world keeps its balance” 
I have heard say that “we are all food for something” even humans ... 
bacteria, insects etc. We revere and mythologise them, symbolically 
they represent many things...they are possibly best described as a 
dicotomy.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJ3BxYM08lQ&t=5185s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hjaeLA9vRfw 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hjaeLA9vRfw 


Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus

There are only 545 Pairs in summer in the UK they are also near threatened in  
Europe. 

“The relationship between harrier and grouse and their keepers is a complex 
and contentious one, but harriers feed mainly on voles and pipits, which prefer 
grassland, good moor management for heather will exclude both the harrier 
and its prey.” BTO

15 years 9 months 2 days (set in 1990) is the maximum age from 
ringing records but they have an average lifespan of 7 years breeding 
from 2. They have one brood of 4 - 5 eggs per year.

The name Circus cyaneus is derived from Ancient Greek kirkos ‘circle’, 
referring to a bird of prey named for its circling flight. In Greek 
mythology, the goddess Circe was associated with hawks. A hawk was 
also the messenger of Apollo.

William Shakespeare used many Falconary terms and birds of prey as 
a metaphor as here “When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk: he trots 
the air; the earth sings when he touches it; the basest horn of his hoof is 
more musical than the pipe of Hermes. ” from Henry V

Collective names for Hawks are a Cast, a Kettle, a Boil, a Knot, a 
Spiralling, a Screw and a Stream, a Wake of Buzzards and a Roost of 
Red Kites.



Poetry

The Hawk

By William Butler Yeats

Call down the hawk from the air;
Let him be hooded or caged
Till the yellow eye has grown mild,
For larder and spit are bare,
The old cook enraged,
The scullion gone wild.

I will not be clapped in a hood,
Nor a cage, nor alight upon wrist,
Now I have learnt to be proud
Hovering over the wood
In the broken mist
Or tumbling cloud.

What tumbling cloud did you cleave,
Yellow-eyed hawk of the mind,
Last evening? that I, who had sat
Dumbfounded before a knave,
Should give to my friend
A pretence of wit.
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Stay, Stay at Home My Heart, and Rest

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
 
Stay, stay at home, my heart, and rest;
Home-keeping hearts are happiest,
For those that wander they know not where
Are full of trouble and full of care;
  To stay at home is best.
 
Weary and homesick and distressed,
They wander east, they wander west,
And are baffled and beaten and blown about
By the winds of the wilderness of doubt;
    To stay at home is best.
 
Then stay at home, my heart, and rest;
The bird is safest in its nest;
O’er all that flutter their wings and fly
A hawk is hovering in the sky;
    To stay at home is best.



Buzzard



Fighting For Home.

By James McIntyre

A hawk while soaring on the wing,
O'er a tiny sparkling spring,
Beheld a sleek and beauteous mink,
Was enjoying a bath and drink.

And though the hawk was bent on slaughter
The mink was more at home on water,
And it is strange this curious quarrel
All occurred in a sunk barrel.

In the Township of Nissouri,
There the hawk it came to sorrow,
But it strove often for to sink,
In vain it strove to drown the mink,

But mink it did successful balk,
All the attacks were made by hawk,
The bird was drenched, it could not fly,
And ne'er again it soared on high.



Hen Harrier - Male



A Child Screening a Dove from a Hawk

by Letitia E. Landon

AY, screen thy favourite dove, fair child,
Ay, screen it if you may,—
Yet I misdoubt thy trembling hand
Will scare the hawk away.

That dove will die, that child will weep,—
Is this their destinie?
Ever amid the sweets of life
Some evil thing must be.

Ay, moralize, is it not thus
We've mourn'd our hope and love?
Alas! there's tears for every eye,
A hawk for every dove!



Sparrow Hawk



The Poet's Song

Alfred Lord Tennyson

The rain had fallen, the Poet arose,
  He passed by the town, and out of the street,
A light wind blew from the gates of the sun,
  And waves of shadow went over the wheat,
And he set him down in a lonely place,
  And chanted a melody loud and sweet,
That made the wild-swan pause in her cloud,
  And the lark drop down at his feet.

The swallow stopt as he hunted the bee,
  The snake slipt under a spray,
The hawk stood with the down on his beak
  And stared, with his foot on the prey
And the nightingale thought, “I have sung many songs,
  But never a one so gay,
For he sings of what the world will be
  When the years have died away



Buzzard



Fable

The Hawk and the Nightingale 

A nightingale, sitting on an oak and singing, was seen by a hungry 
Hawk who swooped down and seized him. 

The Nightingale, who was about to lose his life, begged the Hawk to 
let him go, he said that he was not big enough to satisfy the hunger of 
a Hawk who, should pursue the larger birds to satisfy his hunger. 

The Hawk, interrupting him, said: “I should indeed have lost my 
senses if I should let go food ready in my hand, for the sake of 
pursuing birds which are not yet even within sight.”

Moral:- Don’t let the thought of greater things prevent you from 
enjoying what you already have.





Medieval Manuscripts

There is a very long entry in the Aberdeen 
Bestiary about the Hawk some of which I have 
included here.  It always completely fasninates 
me that all creatures had so much significance to 
the medieval people. Who chose to use them as 
a way of explaining their everyday challenges. 

It is said that the hawk is lacking in parental 
care towards its young, for when it sees that 
they are able and trying to fly, it does not feed 
them but beats them with its wings, throws them from the nest and 
forces them from a tender age to catch prey for themselves lest, when 
they are fully grown, they should become lazy. It takes care lest in 
their childhood they grow idle, or are given up to pleasure, or grow 
weak from inactivity, or learn to expect food rather than to seek it for 
themselves, or abandon their natural vigour. 

The blessed Gregory on the hawk and how it moults.  Doth the hawk fly 
by thy wisdom and stretch her wings toward the south?' (Job 39:26). On 
which the blessed Gregory Commentarys: It is the custom of hawks in 
the wild to spread their wings when the south wind blows, so that their 
limbs are warmed by the wind to release their old feathers. When there 
is no wind, they create a breeze by spreading their wings to face the 
rays of the sun and beating them; and thus, as the pores of their body 
open, either their old plumage falls out, or new feathers grow in.

 What does it signify, therefore, that the hawk moults in the south wind, 
if not that every saint is warmed by the touch of the breath of the Holy 
Spirit and, casting aside his old way of life, takes on the form of a new 
man? As the Apostle admonishes us, saying: 'Ye have put off the old 
man with his needs; and have put on the new man' (Colossians, 3:9). 



And again: 'But though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is 
renewed day by day' (Corinthians 2, 4:16). To throw off the old plumage 
is to abandon a long-standing attachment to a deceitful way of life. 
To assume new plumage is to hold to a way of life that is gentle and 
simple. For the plumage of the old way of life weighs you down, while 
that of the new growth raises you up, so that the newer the plumage, the 
lighter it is for flight. 

There are two kinds of hawk, domestic and wild. It is the same bird, 
however, but at different times it can be wild or domestic. The wild 
hawk is accustomed to prey on tame birds; the domestic hawk on wild. 
The wild hawk eats the prey it catches immediately; the domestic 
hawk keeps what it catches to leave for its master. Furthermore, its 
master opens the stomachs of the captured birds and takes their hearts 
to give them as food to his hawk. He throws away the intestines with 
the ordure, which produces putrefaction of the flesh with a stench if 
it remains inside. In a moral sense, the wild hawk seizes and devours 
the birds it catches as an evil man ceaselessly frustrates the actions and 
thoughts of ordinary people. The domestic hawk, in contrast, is like a 
spiritual father. As the hawk seizes wild birds, so the spiritual father 
leads worldly men to conversion by his preaching. 

As the hawk kills what it captures, so the spiritual father forces worldly 
men die to the world, through mortification of the flesh. The master of 
the domestic hawk, that is, the Lord Almighty, opens the stomachs of 
its prey when he cleanses weakness of the flesh by rebuking it through 
the Scriptures. He takes out the hearts when he exposes the thoughts of 
worldly men through confession. He throws 
out the intestines and ordure of the stomach 
when he makes the memory of sin offensive 
to us. As birds taken by the hawk come in 
this way to its master's table, so sinners, 
ground by the teeth of teachers, turn into the 
body of the Church. 



The  aim  of  this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird or idea each 
month.  I enjoy gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information 
to  further  understand,  discover  and  share  ways  in  which  we can 
help them in the wild.  

More  of  my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including 
greetings cards, prints, printmaking, original drawings,  paintings and 
related products.

Hen Harrier

http://www.suzysharpeartist.com


Things we can do to try to improve the situation and protect 
our beautiful world and its inhabitants? 

1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in Fishing, Farming and Land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice in anything.
5. Sign petitions to protect ALL Birds and habitat
6. Share your love of wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end persecution and improve understanding
8. Dont use pesticides or poison in the Garden
9. Let the grass grow, insects are vitial and love dandelions and daisies.
10. Grow wildflowers and plant native trees.
11. Encourage insects to your garden in any way you can.

Some links for further information:-

British Trust for Ornothology
RSPB

Birdlife
The Wildlife Trusts

The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
Plantlife

Hawk Conservancy Trust 
Wild Justice

Hen Harrier Day 

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://www.wwt.org.uk/
https://plantlife.love-wildflowers.org.uk/
https://www.hawk-conservancy.org/
https://wildjustice.org.uk/henharrierday/
https://henharrierday.uk/


SEE YOU IN 

If you would like to see some more of my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk

October
Red Kite

https://www.suzysharpeartist.com

