
BROKEN EGGS IN PEREGRINE EYRIES 
By D. A. RATCLIFFE 

DURING the eight years from 1949 to 1956, among a considerable 
number of eyries of the Peregrine (Falco peregrinus) that I 
examined, there were fourteen in which one or more eggs were 
either broken or disappeared, with no evidence of human or other 
outside interference. This would seem a larger number than could 
be explained by chance accidents alone. Nor was this a local 
occurrence, as the records, which are listed below, refer to 
fourteen different inland haunts in widely separated regions. In 
no case was an eyrie deserted when first seen. All the observa
tions are my own, except in the three cases where the name of 
another observer indicates that he was responsible for the later 
visit or visits. 

(1) Scotland 18th April 1949: c/2 and one egg broken below the nest. 
(2) England 10th April 1951: c/3. 

12th April: c/i and broken remains of the other two eggs. 
(3) Scotland 18th April 1951: c/2 and broken remains of at least one more 

egg in nest. 
(4) Wales 29th April 1951: c/2. 

3rd May: c/i and broken remains of the other egg in the nest. 
(6) Scotland 8th April 1952: c/3 and broken remains of at least one more 

egg in the nest. 
(5) Scotland 4th June 1951: c/2 and broken remains of at least one more 

egg in the nest (repeat laying of a pair seen with c/2 on 
16th April 1951). 

(7) Wales n t h May 1952: c/ i and broken remains of other eggs in the 
nest. 

30th May: last egg broken but bird sitting on the eyrie. 
(8) Scotland 6th April 1953: c/3 and broken remains of another egg below 

the nest. 
(9) Wales 25th April 1953: c/2 and broken remains of at least one more 

egg in the nest. 
(10) England 8th April 1955: c/4. 

Reported later with c/2 and these disappeared one by one. 
( n ) Scotland 17th April 1955: c/2. 

Reported later with c / i , but this proved infertile, and the nest 
was finally deserted (W. Murdoch). 

(12) Scotland 20th April 1955: c/2. 
25th May: c/i and broken remains of the other egg in the nest 

(W. J. Eggeling) ; eyrie deserted but both Peregrines still 
about. 

(13) Scotland 12th April 1956: c/4. 
27th May: 1 young and 1 infertile egg (E. Blezard). 

(14) Wales 18th April 1956: c/i and broken remains of other eggs in the 
eyrie. 

Nest later reported empty. 

In (11) and (12), the single remaining eggs were finally deserted after being 
incubated beyond the normal period. 

Besides these definite records of broken and disappearing eggs , 
there has been circumstantial evidence pointing to other similar 
occurrences. On 19th April 1955, three eyries with 1, 1 and 2 
eggs respectively were found in the same region as nest (12) 
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above. Although I reached only one eyrie, incubation was 
evidently advanced in all three, indicating" that the birds had 
finished laying. Such abnormally small clutches could be most 
readily explained by the disappearance of eggs. 

Thirteen of the definite cases of breakages or disappearance 
were during the period 1951-56 and represent over a fifth of a total 
of 59 eyries with eggs seen in that t ime; four out of nine eyries 
found in 1951 had broken eggs . By contrast, only one instance 
of breakage—record (1)—was noted in a total of 35 eyries with 
eggs examined during the preceding years 1945-50. Probably 
more breakages would have been found had I been able to re-visit 
all the discovered eyries later in the season; usually only a single 
visit was possible. At least two more such instances were reported 
from the North of England in 1955 and it would be surprising if 
no other cases have occurred. 

These incidents do not seem to have been frequent enough to 
have attracted comment in earlier years, though in 1924 
E. Blezard saw a Lakeland eyrie with 4 eggs and a fifth freshly 
broken on a ledge below. Ryves (1948) noted two cases of 
disappearing eggs (in 1932 and 1937) among the Peregrines of 
the Cornish Coast, though he does not mention broken eggs . It 
is well known that Peregrine broods often number only one or 
two young out of a set of 3-4 eggs, but my own records indicate 
that single youngsters were particularly common during the years 
1951-1956. Nestling mortality and the rather high proportion 
of infertile eggs would normally account for small broods, but 
more recently the breakage of eggs has probably been an additional 
cause in some cases. 

In only one instance is there direct evidence as to the cause of 
breakage but I believe that it could explain the majority of these 
occurrences. On 12th April 1951 I re-visited an eyrie—no. (2) 
on the list—which had held 3 eggs on io tb April. My approach 
was undetected by the Peregrines and from a point about 15 yards 
distant and level with the eyrie, I saw the female standing on the 
edge of the scrape, pecking at its contents. I t became obvious that 
the falcon was eating her own eggs and when she was flushed, the 
nest was found to contain only one intact egg, together with the 
freshly broken remains of the other two. One egg had been 
smashed long enough for the residual traces of yolk and albumen 
to have congealed. 

At eyrie no. (8), the broken egg beneath the nest had been eaten 
and not accidentally kicked off the ledge. It was sucked dry, with 
a gaping hole in the shell—but not made in the manner of a 
Carrion Crow (Corvus corone) which also usually carries away its 
spoil. Two years previously, at this same haunt, the remains of 
a Peregrine egg were found on a slope some way from the nearest 
nesting ledge. The broken egg in eyrie no. (1) could have been 
eaten, for it was unlikely to have rolled into the deep crevice where 
it reposed several yards below the nest. This instance had other 
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peculiar features, as the broken egg was pure white (with a shell 
of normal thickness) contrasting with the brick-red pair in the 
eyrie, and two hen Peregrines besides the tiercel were in evidence 
about the nesting crags . The eyries with broken eggs all had the 
same appearance as the one at which the bird was seen to eat its 
eggs—with numerous small fragments of shell lying in the scrape. 

It seerns unlikely that breakage of only part of a clutch could be 
due to direct human interference. On the other hand, there is 
the possibility that egg-eating might result from the Peregrines ' 
reactions to human intrusion—but two lines of evidence weigh 
against this idea. First, in most cases when the damage or loss 
had occurred before my first visit, I had good reason to believe 
that no one else had previously been to the eyrie that season. 
Secondly, the data show that this phenomenon 'has become 
prevalent only during the last few years, indicating that the real 
cause has only recently become operative. 

It is highly improbable that Ravens (Corviis corax) or Carrion/ 
Hooded Crows would steal eggs from any but a deserted Peregrine 
eyrie. Accidental breakages may sometimes occur, but hardly in 
such a high proportion of eyries, and though infertile eggs are 
frequent, they are usually left in the nest and may remain even 
after the young have flown. Small clutches could be explained 
by the taking of one or two eggs , though those bent on acquiring 
Peregrines' eggs can seldom resist the whole clutch. Peregrines 
do not usually continue to lay if an incomplete set of eggs is taken, 
nor do they " m a k e u p " a clutch to the full strength if odd eggs 
are removed. 

Having considered the evidence and the alternative explanations, 
it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the majority of these 
broken eggs were eaten by one or other of the owners. Should 
this be the correct explanation, the reason for this peculiar 
behaviour is even more obscure. If a shortage of food were 
possible, such actions would certainly have significance in reducing 
the brood size. However, a catholic choice of prey in an efficient 
hunter such as the Peregrine would make a general food scarcity 
seem an unlikely event. On the other hand, Dr . J. D . Lockie 
suggests to me that any bird with asynchronous hatching—and 
the evidence indicates that the Peregrine is one of these—must 
at times go short of food, and that in this phenomenon the species 
already has a device for adjusting brood size to food supply (cf. 
Lockie, 1955). 

Vesey (1938) recorded two cases of smashed and' disappearing 
eggs and two small clutches (1 and 2 eggs) in a series of eight 
Iceland Falcon (Falco rusticolus islandicus) eyries. Goodwin 
(1956) has put forward strong evidence to show that parental egg-
eating is common in Jays (Garrulus glandarius) and suggests that 
the practice may be more prevalent among birds than is suspected. 
From the work of Brown and Davies (1949), he quotes the Reed 
Warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus) as another possible example. 
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E. Blezard tells me that he has often found Dunnock (Prunella 
modularis) nests with clutches of broken eggs, which appeared 
more likely to be the work of the birds themselves rather 
than predators. Finally, I am informed that among certain native 
birds in captivity, such as the Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis), 
egg-eating is a common incident, but usually by the male when 
caged with his mate. However, the artificial conditions under 
which these birds live might occasion such abnormal behaviour 
in this case. 

Perhaps this note will draw records of similar experiences from 
other observers. In any event, it would be interesting to know 
how widespread and numerous these peculiar incidents have been 
during recent years. 

REFERENCES 

BROWN, P. E. and DAVIES, M, G. (1949): Reed-Warblers—An Introduction to 
their Breeding Biology and Behaviour. East Molesey, 

GOODWIN, D. (1956): "Further observations on the behaviour of the Jay 
Garrulus glandarius". Ibis, 98: 186-2:9. 

LEWIS, E. (E. Vesey) (1938); In Search of the Gyr-Falcon. London. 
LOCKIE, J. D. (1955): "The breeding and feeding of Jackdaws and Rooks, with 

notes on Carrion Crows and other Corvidae". Ibis, 97; 341-369. 
RYVES, B, H. {1948): Bird Life in Cornwall. London. 


	Broken eggs in Peregrine eyries
	References


