
HAWK MIGRATIOW; A ÍÍÜW HORIZON FOR BIRDERS 

by L e l f  J . Robinson, W elles ley

Along what paths do migrant hawks f ly ?  Do certa in  specles have an a f-  
f i n i t y  dioring m igration? Are some prime hawk-watching s ite s  s t i l l  await- 
in g  discovery?

These and scores o f  other questions were ra ised  during the New England 
Hawk Watch Conference, held A p r il 8th at Holyoke, Massachusetts. This 
re g io n a l meeting o f  the Hawk M igration  A ssocia tion  o f  North America 
(HMADíA) a ttra c ted  about 250 enthusiasts, including founders o f  the "new 
awareness" in rap tor m igration  s tu d ies , o rga n ize rs , and members o f  the 
hard-core observing fr a te rn ity .

Conferences tend to  provide perspectivas rather than produce bombshells; 
th is  one was no exception . For example, Tom Gagnon reminded everyone 
that the la rg e  and p red ic tab le  hawk f l ig h t s  at Mt. Tom were d iscovered 
by Joseph A. Hagar only Uo years ago. And only w ith in  the past few 
years has the tremendous a c c ip ite r  m igration  along the Connecticut coast 
or the major f l i g h t  l in e  across eastern Massachusetts been detected.

I t  is  im possible fo r  an in d iv idu a l to  recount a l l  that was sa id  at the 
HMAiJA conference; th e fo r e , th is  w i l l  be a very personal view o f  what 
seemed important. For example, George A ppell re c a lle d  h is studies in 
Maine— the northeasternmost extrem ity o f  North America from which we 
have system atic records o f  the hawks seen passing by. In  recent years 
he has noted an annual 10-percent increase in  the number o f  m igrating 
hawks (exclud ing the Sharp-shinned, which is  e sp ec ia lly  numerous coast- 
a l l y ) .  A p p e ll 's  data are supported by records from Hawk Mountain, Penn- 
sy lvan ia . He a lso  presented graphs which i l lu s t r a t e d  the day-by-day au- 
timinal v a r ia t io n  in  the abundance o f  sundry sp ec ie s . But perhaps his 
most p rovoca tive  comment pertained to  "pu lses" observed during heavy 
m igra tion— pronounced peaks every 20 minutes or so in  the numbers o f  
b irds seen passing a s i t e .

From observations w h ile  f ly in g  a g l id e r ,  Donald Hopkins has found e v i-  
dence that hawks, p a r t ic u la r ly  Broad-wingeds, t r a v e l  in  streams (ra th er 
than along broad fr o n ts ) separated by perhaps a dozen m iles . By fo llo w -  
ing b irds p ee lin g  o f f  the top o f  a k e t t le  (a  congregation o f  hawks in  an 
u pris ing th erm a l), he learned that the Broad-wingeds headed toward an- 
o ther k e t t le ,  one that was in v is ib le  from the g l id e r  at the time. Yet, 
as we lea rn , we question . How does one re co n c ile , fo r  example, the fa c t  
tha t Hopkins estim ated 2,500 hawks passing over Mt. Tom at the same time 
ground-based observers reported only about k'yO'i

Speaking fo r  Vermont b ird e rs . Alan P is to r iu s  suggested that the m igra- 
t io n  o f  Broad-wingeds may occur e a r l ie r  fa r  in land than at loca tions 
c lo s e r  to  the coast.

For Massachusetts hawk-watchers, Paul R oberts ' re cap itu la tion  o f  the 
d iscovery o f  a major m igration  route in  the eastern part o f the s ta te  
was the h igh ligh t o f  the conference. This f l i g h t  l in e ,  extending from 
the Merrimack R ive r past Mt. Wachusett, was found as a re su lt o f  Ro
b e r ts ' o rgan izing e f fo r ts  and the p a rt ic ip a t io n  o f  many members o f  the
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Brookline Üird Club. ( In c id e n ta lly , along th is  l in e  l ie s  F t. Devens , 
where since 1970 Michael Olmstead has had good success banding migrant 
hawks; he summarized his re s iilts  at the con ference.)

C e rta in ly , the v isu a l h igh ligh t o f the session was Michael R oot' s photo- 
graphs o f  Northern Goshawk nests in  Connecticut. A ltogether he has 
studied some 20 nesting pa irs and has reached some provocative conclu- 
sions. In p a rt ic u la r , Root has found that the Goshawk seems to  be 
changing i t s  h ab its : the t ra d it io n a l "a c c ip ite r  o f  deep northern woods"
now adopts even fo re s t  edges. He a lso  found Goshawk nests in  ratner 
c ióse proxim ity to  those o f  Red-shouldered Hawks and Great Horned Owls, 
which suggests that these species are not in d ire c t competition fo r  
food. (This s itu a tion  a lso  p reva ils  in  Weston, Massachusetts, where I  
can add Barred Owls to  the ro s te r  o f  cohabitan ts. )

Joe McDonald dea lt w ith a top ic  o f  concern to  everyone in te res ted  in  
rap tors , the status o f the Red-shouldered Hawk. This buteo was wide- 
spread three or four decades ago , but is  now uncommon as a breeding 
species in  the northeast. I t s  dec line is  due, at le a s t  in p a rt, to  i t s  
competition w ith the R ed -ta iled  Hawk fo r  nesting s ite s  , a stru gg le  in  
which the maturation o f  second-growth fo res ts  has favored the la t t e r  
sp ec ies .

Today, according to  McDonald, the Red-shouldered has re trea ted  to wood- 
land swamps w ith hardwood trees UO fe e t  t a l l  or more. (Again confirmad 
in Weston, where severa l R ed -ta iled  nesting s ite s  are a lso a c t iv e  annu- 
a l l y . ) N everth e less , in  prime woodland swamps, the Red-shouldereds nest 
c lo s e ly  adjacent to  one another, about a m ile apart. Of the approximate- 
ly  50 nests McDonald observed from 1971 to  1976, an average o f  2.29 
young were produced per e f f o r t , which is  probably s u ff ic ie n t  to  maintain 
a s tab le  population. A lso o f  in te re s t  were his s ta t is t ic s  concerning 
the number o f  young present in  those nests: 10 nests had 0̂ young; t ,
19, 2; 16 , 3; 1, ii.

Two hawk enthusiasts from Connecticut re f le c ta d  upon observations made 
in  that S tate during the past severa l years. N e il Currie c ite d  data from 
c lo s e ly  spaced observing s ite s  in d ica tin g  that Broad-winged Hawks mi- 
gra te  along seven- to  e igh t-m ile  fr o n ts . (Note apparent c o n f l ic t  w ith 
Hopkins.) He a lso  pointed out that a very strong northwest wind w i l l  
tend to  push the birds 30 to  40 miles nearer to  the coast.

Arne Rosengren reviewed the amazing ha'wk counts at New Haven. On Sep- 
tember 29, 1977 , fo r  example, more than 9,000 passed that c i t y 's  look- 
outs, w ith the Sharp-shinned outnumbering the Broad-winged 6 to  1 or 
more! Corning from the east and north , these f l ig h ts  approach the coast 
at New Haven and then vanish westward, in lan d , along an as y e t undis- 
covered route. The number o f  hawks that cross Long Is land  is  s t i l l  un- 
known, though proposals to  answer th is  question were o ffe re d  at the 
conference. ( I f  you want to  plan ahead fo r  next autumn's m igration , 
some o f the best hawking in  New England might take place at Lighthouse 
Po in t [New Haven] from mid-September through the th ird  week o f  O ctober.)

HMANA is  a going and growing concern, ; nd as i t s  membership continúes 
to  expand more and more records w i l l  become a va ila b le  fo r  ana lys is . For- 
tu n a te ly , the U. S. Fish and W ild l i fe  S erv ice  has o ffe r e d  to  computerizo
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th is  data. As Mark F u lle r  described , a new report form that he and 
Chandler Robhins have proposed w l l l  f a c i l í t a t e  th is  data processing.
Such a form— properly f i l le d  out— is essential for use by keypunch op- 
erators who may know nothing about birds but who are responsible for 
putting your observations into a language that can be understood by a 
Computer.

The Passenger P igeon , Heath Hen, and Carolina Paraikeet became ex tin c t 
without widespread public  action . The recent p lig h t  o f  the Peregrine 
Falcon shocked a nation . Y e t, i t  is  s t i l l  unclear whether th is  la t t e r -  
day concern r e f le c t s  a g rea ter sympathy toward nature or merely appre- 
hension fo r  human su rv iva l. Has the canary in  the coa l mine only been 
rep laced  by the fa lcon  in  the f i e l d  as our e co lo g ic a l ea rly  warning 
System?

HMANA is  attempting to  understand how and why the " v is ib le  rap tors" sur- 
v iv e ,  at home and on the wing. By th is  e f f o r t  we may b e n e fit ;  fo r  th is  
e f f o r t  the assoc ia tion  deserves your support.

AN TironvATlVE WAY TO TAC, WOOD DUCKñ
by Ronald C layton, Winchester

Color-marking b irds to  study th e ir  movements is  important. However, 
capturing and marking the birds o ften  has adverse e f fe c ts  on th e ir  sub- 
sequent behavior. For exajnple, d istu rb ing a Wood Duck on i t s  nest 
during egg la y in g  or incubation may cause abandonment.

How b io lo g is ts  at the Massachusetts D iv is ión  o f  F isheries  and W ild l i fe  
have found a way to  color-mark nesting Wood Ducks without handling them. 
A hook is  screwed in to  each córner o f  the long predator guarcl on the 
box, and a la rg e  rubber band is  stretched  over the four hooks. When the 
Wood Duck enters the nesting box, the rubber band is  d islodged and snaps 
around the duck's neck. A s tr ip  o f b r ig h tly  co lored  v in y l fla gg in g  a t-  
ached to  the rubber band makes i t  v is ib le  at one hundred yards or more. 
The v in y l f la g s  are a lso  numbered so that in d iv id u a l birds can be iden- 
t i f i e d .  Marking Wood Ducks in  th is  manner does not a f fe c t  th e ir  f ly in g ,  
fe ed in g , preen ing, or egg lay in g .

The co lors are designed fo r  short-term  use and begin to  wear away a fte r  
a couple o f  months. By the fo llow in g  sp ring , even the rubber,bands may 
have disappeared. This new color-marking method is  en important advance 
in  learn ing more about Wood Ducks during the nesting season without the 
r is k  o f  eggs or young being abandoned.
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