
KITES OVER THE VALLEY 

The first in an occasional series of stories from the Great Ouse Valley Trust 

featuring wildlife, projects and issues from our beautiful valley. 

You must have seen Red Kites wheeling and soaring over the Great Ouse Valley and 

perhaps wondered what they were and where they have come from? Red Kites are now 

seen readily across the UK with a current population of some 10,000 birds, including 

about 2,000 breeding pairs. These birds have wonderful plumage, long broad wings and 

a flexible forked tail enabling them to twist and turn acrobatically as they soar high in 

the air with gentle mewing calls. 
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The birds have recovered to these numbers in only the last 30 years or so, thanks to a 

reintroduction programme. They were a regular sight in the Middle Ages clearing up 

food waste and other edible rubbish in the streets, but in more recent times they 

became persecuted and a target for egg collectors, and became practically extinct in the 

UK apart from a few pairs in Wales. 

One of the reintroduction areas was Northamptonshire where they are now quite 

common, and as juveniles fledge they spread out to find new territories. The wooded 

areas along the Ouse Valley are becoming attractive to these birds and there are several 

nesting sites now in the Huntingdon and St Ives area.  

Red Kites generally like to nest in the dense canopy of hardwood trees about 60 feet up, 

making them exceedingly difficult to see, let alone monitor. They make a large nest of 

twigs with soft materials for lining. Historically they were renowned for stealing linen for 

this purpose from washing lines! Shakespeare wrote in The Winter’s Tale ‘When the kite 

builds look for lesser linen’. 



The birds usually lay one to three eggs in late March and after an incubation period of 

around 38 days they hatch and it then takes up to a further 60 days for the hatchlings 

to fledge, depending on the number of chicks. Their diet is mainly small mammals, mice, 

voles and worms plus a wide variety of carrion including the carcasses of dead birds, 

rabbits and roadkill. 

A nest in the Hemingford area has been observed from a distance (and a long lens) and 

just recently two juveniles successfully fledged. They are likely to remain in the vicinity 

of the nest site for two to three weeks, practicing their flight skills and being fed by their 

parents who will also train them to fend for themselves.  

 

    

 

 



 

All photographs (c) Nigel Sprowell 2020 

The juveniles out of the nest now begin to wing stretch in preparation for flight 

 

The juveniles will then probably leave the area and seek territories of their own, 

sometimes returning to their original nesting area after a couple of years. The parents, 

who are monogamous, are likely to remain loyal to their nesting site if undisturbed, 

staying in the area and raising further broods in the future. 

We will hopefully be able to enjoy more of these magnificent birds as they twist and 

tumble in the skies above us, as long as their delicate habitat remains protected! 

Please note: This nest was photographed with the permission of the landowner and 

from a distance sufficient to not cause the birds distress. Red kites are sensitive to 

disturbance and are therefore listed as a schedule 1 species.  This means they have 

additional protection under UK law. 

Nigel Sprowell, for the Ouse Valley Trust 

 

The Great Ouse Valley Trust promotes for public benefit the conservation, restoration 

and enjoyment of the landscape, wildlife and heritage of the Great Ouse Valley and 

environs in the county of Cambridgeshire. For more stories from the Great Ouse Valley 

Trust please see the SIGHTS AND SOUNDS section on their website 

www.greatousevalleytrust.org.uk/index.php/sights-and-sounds  


