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The Adventures of Ruzhka – the Lesser Kestrel

This is Ruzhka, a Lesser Kestrel. She is a bird – a traveller. Her journey began in 
Bulgaria, at the foot of Sakar Mountain, in the Lesser Kestrel’s colony in the village 
of Levka. Her journey began with her hatching!
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Her parents were not from here, they were hatched 
in a cage in faraway Spain. The people who took 

care of them, the conservationists from DEMA, 
decided to give them their freedom. At a very 

young age, the two birds flew by plane and 
reached Bulgaria, where there have long 

been no other kestrels of their kind. 
They were the first in decades 

and their life in nature was not 
easy at all – there was no one 
to teach them how to protect 

themselves, what to eat, where 
to spend the night safely. Here they 

were taken by the girls and boys from the 
Green Balkans, who provided them with a home 

and food, and the young birds got used to and loved 
our country. Kestrels live in colonies – noisy bird villages 

of wooden nests or cavities under roofs and tiles.

Even as a very young chick, during the days spent in the cozy and safe nest, 
huddled on a small white ball with her four siblings, Ruzhka listened with bated 
breath to this story! She seemed to be listening, listening ... but she didn’t believe 
it! It must have been her mother’s fiction to tame the restless children and their 
father’s bragging when he wanted them to listen to him!

Suddenly the day came when Ruzhka was allowed to peek outside the nest which 
had already become too small for the five little ones. She stuck her head through the 
hole in the nest and ... oh, miracle! It was so sunny and colourful outside. She wished 
she could leave immediately, but she was still young and it was early. Day after day, 
Ruzhka went out more and more into the world. Until one beautiful morning, she felt 
something strange, like a light thought floating in the sky. She felt so good that she 
spread her wings and flew with them!

The days, weeks and months also flew! Ruzhka was quickly learning how to 
survive in the wild. Her teachers were her parents. Where to eat delicious mole 
crickets, how to catch a jumping grasshopper, what are the rules for cricket hunting, 
how to avoid the fast hawk, where to land for rest and at what time to return to her 
native colony for the feast that Green Balkans held for the Lesser Kestrels daily.
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Then she saw the sun, the flowers, and the rest of the colony again! An elderly 
neighbour approached her and said, “Ha, you have a transmitter. The people put it 
on you so they know where you’re going. They must have given you antiparasitic 
medicine too! This way you will be healthier and stronger during the long and difficult 
days of migration. Happy you!” Ruzhka didn’t understand anything. Yes, she had a 
backpack on her back, a coloured ring on her leg, and her feathers were sprinkled 
with white powder, but she didn’t feel happy. She forgot about all of this the moment 
she saw a big, fat centipede sneaking around the corner!

Thus, imperceptibly, in games and lessons came the end of summer! There was a 
real bustle in the colony. All the birds were packing for a long jouney. They had to go 
to Africa before the cold winter came and the insects they ate are gone completely.

Ruzhka knew about this journey, she had heard about the obstacle-ridden road, 
the distant lands and the abundance of food they offered. And… she was eager to see 
all this, she was a traveller by heart!

It seemed to her that her parents were taking too long, and the other chicks in 
the hatchery weren’t as enthusiastic as she was. Therefore, one morning, as soon as 
the dawn broke, she set off with the first group of Lesser Kestrels she saw.

They flew for a long time. Beneath them, villages and towns, fields and mountains, 
rivers and lakes alternated. It was beautiful and so exciting! In the evening they stopped 
to spend the night near a village, perched on electric poles and wires. More kestrels 
appeared from somewhere and landed next to them. It became noisy. Each met the 
other, and some had already seen each other and greeted each other fraternally.

Ruzhka liked to return to her family nest from time to time and remember the 
carefree days in it. During one of the visits, everything suddenly got dark… the 
entrance was blocked! One hand reached out and grabbed her! They took her outside 
and covered her head! She could not see, but she heard voices. Human voices! Then 
someone put something like a backpack on her back. They gave her liquid through 
her beak, powdered her feathers, even put a coloured ring on her leg!
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A young male landed next to Ruzhka.

– “Yamas!” he said, “I am Zorba and I am from Greece. My colony is there, 
behind this hill.”

– “Hello, I’m Ruzhka from Bulgaria.”

– “You’re young, I see,” Zobra said, “is this your first time going south?”

– “To Africa? Yes!” Ruzhka replied

– “Do not be afraid, I have already been once, I will protect and guide you,  
I have experience, I know everything!”

– “All right.” Ruzhka looked at him in distrust. “Do you really know the way?”.

– “We’ll see!” she thought, and folded her head under her wing – she had to 
rest, a long day awaited her tomorrow.

– “Wake up, sleepy!” was the first thing Ruzhka heard early the next morning. 

– “The sun had already risen, and some had even set out!”

That was Zorba. She had completely forgotten about him!

– “All right, all right!” she said, stretching her wings gracefully, her eyes still closed.

– “We’ll be late, there’s a road ahead of us. And we must eat before that. Come 
with me, I know the best places to eat in the area.”

– “Yes, of course.” she thought mockingly but flew after him.

They found themselves on a small pasture, where a herd of horses was happily 
eating. Grasshoppers jumped among the well-grazed grass. It was not easy to catch 
them, but with joint efforts, they managed to feed themselves!

8 9



Filled and satisfied, they went together. There were other passengers in that 
direction. Some of them were large black-and-white birds with long, red beaks. 
These were storks, Zorba said. Others were small and black, with white chests – 
they were called swallows. And in a lake on the way, they saw beautiful pink birds 
landed on the shore with ridiculously long necks and legs, with which they waded in 
the water.

– “These are flamingos,” Zorba said importantly. “I know some of them!”

Towards the end of the day, they reached the sea! Most of the group went ashore. 
But the group of the Lesser Kestrels went above the water! Zorba and Ruzhka were 
among them.

– “Come on, follow me! I know the way. It’s closer from here. We will arrive in 
no time and before these cowards, the storks who prefer to fly over land. There is no 
need to go around the sea. We will cross it! Easy-peasy!”

Something told her it wasn’t safe, but she followed. They flew for a long time, 
and around, wherever you looked – water. An endless expanse of sea. And it was 
getting dark. She was a little scared!
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Suddenly a strong wind blew. Her wings bent under the pressure. It started 
raining. Zorba flew beside her, frightened and wet. The wind tossed them like little 
feathered balls, and the rain wet their feathers more and more. Through the darkness 
and the raindrops, they flew forward into nothingness, and beneath them was only 
water. Suddenly a light flashed in the distance. Then another and another.

– “Beach,” Zorba screamed, “fly over there, don’t stop!”

With all their strength they made their way to a lone tree on the shore. They 
stayed there until morning – wet and scared.

The morning greeted them warmly and quietly as if the storm the night before 
was a dream!

They had escaped to island of Crete. They spent several days there in search for 
food and rested in the warm rays of the sun. They also had a little adventure with a 
hawk who attacked them one day while flying over a village, but they escaped him 
quickly and soon forgot about this terrible incident!

One fine morning they set off again. Again across the sea. Fortunately, they 
happened in good weather and soon Africa appeared before them! Its shores were 
green. The towns – full of people, and the villages – with small, huddled houses.
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One day a strange pyramid-shaped building appeared in front of them! Then 
another and another and another… On one side was the desert and on the other a 
wide river. A huge statue resembling a lion with a human head and a broken nose 
stood guard.

– “These are pyramids,” Zorba said, resting on the head of the statue and 
looking around. “We’re in Egypt, and we’re landed on the Sphinx. Everything is 
made by people. Do you know that they have a god with a falcon’s head? We are 
highly revered, we are gods here.” Zorba continued to mutter and stuck out. A flying 
stone thrown at them by a passing child tore him from his regal posture, and only 
their quick wings saved them.

They flew for a long time. 
They passed over big cities and 
small villages. People dressed 
in long white robes and turbans 
herded flocks of sheep, goats, 
and cows. There was a lot of 
food where they were. One day 
they stopped to rest on a tree 

in the middle of a small oasis 
in the desert. There they found 

themselves in the company of other 
Lesser Kestrels. Ruzhka immediately 

noticed one of them because she had the 
same ring as hers!

Zorba said – “Ruzhka, 
look, these two birds have the 
same ring!”

– “Oh, well, these are Spas 
and Zara, our neighbours from 
Levka!” 

– ”Ah, how glad I am to 
see you!”

– “You know, Zorba, they 
have such a nice story…”

He was still young and 
inexperienced when he broke 
his leg during a cricket hunting 
lesson. This happened in 
the home colony in Levka. 
He was very lucky because 
people were nearby and found 
him before the cats. He was 
taken to the Green Balkans 
Wildlife Rescue Center. 
There, veterinarians operated 
him, and then volunteers 
took care of his recovery.  

14 15



When he fully strengthen, they transferred him to a larger cage. It was there that 
he met the beautiful Zara. And, of course, he fell in love with her. She also loved him, 
and because he had no name, she affectionately called him Spas, because he was 
saved by men.

One day the people put rings on them and, together with other birds like them, 
took them back to Levka. There, after all stood together in a large aviary, one-day 
people released them again.

– “We’ve been inseparable ever since,” Zara interrupted gently, “and we’ve 
raised our first chicks.”

– “What a beautiful story,” Ruzhka said, and sighed, remembering the beautiful 
story of her parents. She was a little sad for them to leave them like that. Where 
were they now? Were they worried about her?

But she didn’t have much time for sad thoughts because she had to sleep. 
Tomorrow was a long journey through the desert, or so Zorba had told her.

She woke up very early the next day, but Spas and Zara had already left. She 
and Zorba also left. On the way, they stopped on the outskirts of a not very big city. 
They landed on one of the buildings to rest and look around for food. There were a 
lot of Lesser kestrels flying around – apparently, this was a place suitable for them 
as well. They were in the African country of Chad!

For several months the birds were inseparable. They hunted together, chased 
each other in the air, or rested meekly on “their” roof.

One day they saw flocks of birds heading north into the sky.
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– “Well,” Zorba said, “it’s time to go home! We leave tomorrow morning, at 
sunrise.”

Yes, they knew, and their hearts showed that it was time to go home. The next 
morning they woke up early, ate quickly, and set off with the hundreds of birds.

This time they did not pass through Egypt, but flew over Tunisia, from there 
to Italy, where they had lunch at the Leaning Tower of Pisa and had dinner on the 
roof of the Vatican! Then they flew across the sea, but this time without incident, 
and from there – east through Northern Macedonia and Greece. Here the roads of 
Ruzhka and Zorba parted. She went to Levka, and he went to his native colony. The 
separation was short because both of them were sad, but they promised to see each 
other again next year.

Not long after, Ruzhka reached Levka. Everything was so familiar, close and 
sweet to her. She ate the food the people had already prepared for the returning 
kestrels and visited his “family” nest. There she found her father, who was frantically 
repairing the nest, waiting for her mother. Spas and Zara were here too!

One day a handsome young male landed on the tree next to her. At first glance, 
love flared between them. In the days that followed, the birds were inseparable. 
Then they found a home – one of the many wooden nests set by people. They began 
to furnish it, and soon the first of their five eggs appeared.

For days Ruzhka stood and warmed the little motley eggs. She often heard the 
chirping of the chicks inside them, and that made her so happy. Belcho, the future 
father, brought her delicious treats every day and cancelled her from time to time in 
the brood.

Aaah, just to hatch my little ones, I have so many stories to tell them, thought 
Ruzhka and that made her dream… about the mountains, the fields, the grasshoppers,  
the travels, the freedom and the nature of Bulgaria! ...

And how do we know all this? What about the transmitter we put on Ruzhka’s 
back, do you remember it? It helps us study and help the Lesser kestrels to make 
sure they are healthy and happy and enjoy their freedom! ...
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