hortly before I sat down to write

this, I watched a pair of red-tailed

hawks sail in for the season on a

spring wind. These were the dark

Harlan's red-tails that breed in the
boreal forest surrounding my home in Fair-
banks, Alaska,

Watching the pair reminded me of the last
red-tails I had seen back in January. I was
leading a birding tour at the time in the far
southern edge of the species’ wintering distri-
bution, high in the mountains of western
Panama

There, I watched a stunning adult hanging
nearly still in a stiff breeze rising up the
forested slope. Without warning, the hawk
folded its wings and fell from the blue sky.

A medium-sized bird fled across a clearing
toward the safety of the nearby forest. The
prey reached the forest edge at the last possi-
ble moment, forcing the red-tail to flare its
wings and pitch high into the air. From 100
yards away, I could hear the wind tear
through its feathe

It occurs to me how much these two ob-
servations say about this most abundant of
North American hawks. From the northern
extent of the boreal forest to the tropical
forests of Panama, red-tailed hawks live in an
incredible range of locations, They occupy al-
most every conceivable habitat and eat about
anything into which they can sink their
talons

Some red-tails are migratory, while others
are not. Around my home in interior Alaska,
the red-tails arrive in April and depart for
their wintering grounds in the lower 48 by
late September. In other more temperate parts
of the continent, they stick around all year,

In the far south of their range, red-tails are
winter visitors. For example, the hawk in
Panama hunts the cloud forests and coffee
plantations only during the cold northern
winter. Come spring, that bird will turn its
tail to the tropics and fly back north.

the edge of a forest

When it comes to food, red-tails are the
consummate 'E“L‘rdllh[. consuming just
about everything that walks, cr. rawls.
hops, shithers or flies. 've observed them car-
rying dead bull snakes to nestlings in Okla-
homa, eating a drake mallard in Washington
and enjoying snowshoe hares here in Alaska
In short, red-tailed hawks eat what 1s avail-
able, be it furred, feathered or even scaled.

Personally, this species holds special sig-
nificance. My first bird book was Peterson’s
Field Guide to Hawks. T received it as a gift
when I was about 10, and for years, it never
left my side. Long before my interests spread
to other birds, I loved the red-tail, and now,
many years later, I still do

There are few things that make me happi-
er than watching a pair of freshly arrived mi-
grant re pread their wings and spiral

out of sight. ‘(

With 14 recognized subspecies, the
red-tailed hawk is also incredibly di-
verse. The northern subspecies, Har-
lan’s hawks, are dark and don't look
much like other red-tails, On the oth-
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Red-tails have a wingspan of 3 to [
4 feet, and the birds weigh more
than 2 potinds.

At a Glance

SIZE: Measures 19 inches long with a
N

Raptor frequents backyards
throughout North America.

DIET: From mice and
birds to frogs and snakes
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