
Flome abovt
Pairs of aplomado,falcons dre nesting in the Southtuest again,
showing irrcrediblc hurrring and Jlying sAi//s.

By W. Grainger Hunt, Tom J. Cade, and Angel B. Montoya

of their

snrall llock oflcd i,vingcd blackbirds is 11y-
ing flast, u.ith tl'rc r.vind, lvben a larger bird
iar,rnches upu'ard and picks or-rt a target trom

the nrovins sroup. Ilrrd chases bird, one hunter, one
prel'. In lcr.cJ fiight thc huntcr turns on a burst of
speed-irriug up its aiterburners. so to speak-and
closes the gap on the pre,v'. The blackbird looks like
ii goner. as if sonrehor,r' the u'incl had shilted againsr
it or some unseen lbrce rvere pulling the smaller brrd
toward its antagonist.Just in time, the blackbird takes
c r r ' i r c  r .  r i on .  b r  j i nk ing  : r r . . l  d i r  i r r e  l o r  (  ( , \ c r ' .

tsut the hunter hls an unusually long tail, a sfi'onla
rr:dclcr that gives it agiliry as r,vcll as spccd. Arrothcr
pursucr rnight rcspond to thc blackbirdi darts and
evasions rvith a rvide, barrking turn befole leturning
to the chase; instead, this hunter abruptlv reverses
ciirection and follou.s closel,v as the blackbird rnakes
a rr;rd. rvistins, zigzag dash tbr a bush. Not;r sec-
ond too soon, the prey dives into the bush, rvhile
the hunter shoots past and ciilnbs steeply, lookine
dorr n over its shr>ulder at tire missecl prize.

Manv hunting birds, including the peregrrne fal-
con and others, give up iitheir intendecl pr-e.v reach-
es cover. ilcredibh., though,

this huntel seenrs to be in
nvo places at once. As it ris-
e s  a n d  c i l c l c s .  l  s c c o n d

hunter-its u'ingm'.rn, so to

spe: rk-p lur rges i ; r to  the
busl.r andfltrshes out the hid-

ing blackbird. The flying

cbase begins anelr':

Irr fact- there are tl-o

illlnters: a breedir-rg pair of

falcons known as aplonraclos
( Falr:tt.finnwt[ts)that $'ork to-

gct l . rc r ' ,  ent ic ipat ing c ; : rch
other ls nert nrove. Observ-

ing a single aplorn:rdo or :r coopcrativc hrurtirrg pair
in flight is a u.ondrrus experierrce. The lo1ir brrd-orr-
bird chases leanrre thlilling, split-secold csc:rpcs, as
tonishing aerial acrobrtics, and oftclr. in the erd, a
successfirl kill. Like the g1r,'r{rlcon and the r.ncrlin, thc
:rplornado c:rn sucldenl,v accelerate in level 11ight. Anc{.
if the pre,v tries to esc:rpe b1. fl.ving upu'arcl, the apkr-
r.nacJo can follor,v it, clinrbing rt :r ste'eper lngle thrn
er''cn thc wrfalcon. Again and atajn it mav climb abol'c
its pret, harassing it widr repcatcd taking passes. Ancl
unlike the fir-ranging llights of thc g1'rlllcon or the
per",egrine, the aplonradof proclivity 1br tight ttrrns of-
ten kceps the entire sequence s'ithin sieht of the hr.r-
rrrrn observer lset il.lrctration ott pages 52 dnd 5.11.

NT", rn:iny pc'oplc have heard oithe aplonrado
I \ flalcon. let alone seen it in rction. Its slorv-
bloonrilrg reputatior-r has lorrg been eclipsed b,v srrch
legendarv brrd hnnters as the g1,r{ak:on, the rnerlin.
and thc pcrcgrine. As lalcons eo. the lplonrrdo is
about :rvcraqc irr sizc. rvcighing ir.r rt just under a
pou r ) ( l : . n l J l l (  r  r l r an  [ . o t l r  i l ] (  p ( l | . { t  l r ) L  . r  J  t l r c  g r r ' -
falcorr, and l:rrgcr tl.ran the rnerlirr. Col'rparecl to

those bilds, the rplonradoi
nrost turnsLral char:rcteristic
is i ts )ong tai l .  But i t  is  no
peacock plurrc.  Thc tai l  is
rerniniscent of the tlils of
the largelr '  i r rsect ivorous
kestrels end irobbies or'. t,.r
cite other hnnting birds. of
t l . re ta i ls  of  lcr :  ip i  te rs
harvks knou'n fbr  their
sh:rrp turns-such as the
Cooper's hau k. Artrl er,en
tlre narnc rlploniado, a Span-
islr r'i, ord nrerrninq "lerd-

cololed, ' distinguishes onlv
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Adult aplomado perches next to a raven's nest that it has commandeered on an abandoned
windmill, in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. Falcons do not build therr own nests.

thc bird.s grav back, ancl isnores the bc:rrrtifirl cimre-
nlor l -orang!^ nrarkinqs on i ts heacl  and bel l r , .

Earlr. nrturalists did adrrrire the aplonr:rdoi cokrr_
fu1 narkings ancl 1ellor,v-rinrrrrctl er,es. yet. thcse"adnirers" h:rrc l lv  counter-cd the btrd 's relat ive
anonvmitv br' :rlso dcscribins it as rather phlcgrtrat_
ic ;rnd arr rrnexciting predator. Accordins to their
descriptions, the aplomado nould pcrch qr-rretlv fbr.
long periods in trees or on lcnce posts: or, it s,ould
lolkxv grass lircs to catcl.r escapirg grasshopper.s and
other small prer. lltuherl or.rt rh.^ad of the corrflagra
tion. H:cl rnv oftherl seen the bird irr huntine lnorle?

Onl1.  thc orni thologist  and art jst  Andrcu.Jack
sorr (iravson, travc-linc in Mexiccr in tl-re 1lj(rOs,
seenrs to have observed apiorrrado irlcous closciv
c-nouqh to tirhonr their trLre n:ltllre. He s ltchetl
thcnr chasc cloves lncl othcr nrecliunr-sizc birds
and canrc un av impresst-cl b,v thcir spect:rcullr flv_
ing anci 1.rr:lting ttcti.rs. He thought thcr.r.r not r:n
l ik . -  t i rc sharp shinned i ra l 'k ,  rnothcr accrprrer.
Gravson lr':rs rir:ht; the:rssuntption thet the aplo_
nr:rclo is :rrr unrenrarkable hr-urter is:rs iu fionr thc
trlrth :rs r rrcu.born tr:ndra peregr ir.re is fi.orn its fu
tLlre \\'ll)tcrtng grouncls in Arectrtina.

No records inclic:rtc that Frcnch or Spanish ftl_
coners of the sixteenth :rncl scventeenth cellrllrles
knel of a bird b-,. thc r:rnre lplomado. Ilut thcy did
tr:rin a snrall lalcon. knou,.n to the French as alttl.Lt
and to the Spanish ls aft,ro. tl.rrt canre liom the Nen,
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Worlcl. E:rr1r. cotrcluist:rdor s arrd erplorers h:rd en-
r:ountcred thc bird in Mexico urcl Clentral and South
Anrenc:r. recoqnized its abiLtics, and broueht it back
to European i.rrlconrr. cetrtcrs in Frence, Spain, ancl
Portrrg:ri. ln I farnous popular treatisc, La Faunn-
r;r,rlr, f rrst published in 1598. the aristor:rat Charles
d'Arcussia rvrote ofhuntine qrav partridges u.ith thc
Nerv World falcon. He irvor:rblr. conrpared the alcthe
to thc ll'rlllcon and gosl.ral, k. tbr rts direct flishts
flom the f:rlconer\ glove. I)'Arcussia also reterrcd to
the brrd:rs "high-ncttled" 

ancl fLrll of spirit.
In 1995 Jantes Wi Nelson. I laiconer fl-onr Ken

nervick. Washingtorr. stutlied tl.rose historical de-
scriptions of beh:rvior :rnd appcarance. He had, at
th:rt point. also c:rrelirllv studrcd the hunrinq beh;rv
ror of rr'rld aplonuclos. The alethe. the aletto, ard
tl-rc lplornaclo, he dcclared. wcre onc ancl tbe s:lnc.

p . , . t '  i r t  l ' r - r , . , r  \  r  \  t  r  |  )  L  . :  r  r d  t  t .  r  t  c  r t  r  r r  l r ' r r  t  r r r l r i u l -
l J  oq \ .  Dc . r r r  l l  K rdJ r  -Hc t ru r ' .  r l r c r r  . r t  (  ) k l . r h , , r r r . r
Stlte Llniversiw in Stilll ater, nracle thc first attcmpt
to scientificallv sttrdl the beh:n'ior and ccolosv of
tl'rc :rplonrado species. Hc drove clor,r'n the coast of
eastern Mcxico to look tbr therr. not being certarn
thrt therer \\,ere ar)\'hlcons lelt to studr.. At the time,
Mexican farrtrers uere still dustirg their crops u'itl-r
thc chenrical pestrcicle DI)T-thc b:rne of falcon
rcproriuction becatrsc it thins their cggsltclls. Br.
then, the dcstruct ion of thc aplonrados'natr . r r l l  habi-



tat had alreadv driven them lrom the United States,
thoush the birds had hved in the southr,vest until the
earlv 1900s lscc ntap 0n this pdgef. Ear-lv naturalists
had spotted thern fairll ' often in parts of southerrr
and u'estern Texas, southrvestern Nerv Mexico, and
solltheastern Arizona. But heavy livestock grazing
and Grver natural fires had turned grasslands into
scrublands. lVet savannas, nloreover, had been con-
verted to cropl:rnd. The last sighting of aplomado
nestins pairs in the U.S. rvas in the 1950s.

-tsut Keddy-Hector did find aplornados in Mex-
ico. The,v stood out brightly against the blue skv
in the coastal state ofVeracruz, perched above the
rich grasslands in the tops oflone acacia trees. Thev
laid their eggs in the abandoned nests ofother large
brrds and in bror.neliads, or air plants lsee photograph
on opposite pagel. And, like all tropical falcons, they
ate lnsects.

rnados also steal an,v prey the irltruders rnav be car-
rying, giving them yet another reason to stay awal'.

p  y  t h .  l a te  l a7u r .  t he  l os '  o f  b r ' <cd ing  ap lon ra -
IJ do: i r r  the U.S. had.r i r rcd enouglr  l 'csret  J l )  tons
conservat ionists that  thev began taking act ion.
Eggshell thrnning caused by DDT in easteln Mex-
ico rr.as also detected bv Keddv-Hector, atrracrilig
rnore attention. People began u'ondering rvhether
the aplor.nado in Mexico might be going the lva.v
the peregrine had trvo decades earlier: total loss of
breeding pairs in the eastern U.S. The Peregrine
Fund, an organization founded in 1970 by one of
us (Cade), n'as already restoring peregrines to their
native habitat by releasing captive-bred -voung. So
it rvas a small step to suggest that aplomados might
herref i r  f rom sinr i lar  in rervcn t ion.

With the cooperation of the Mexican govern-
ment, John Langford, a biologist at the Chihuahuan

Matagorda lsland

Desert  Research Inst i -
tute in AJpine, txas, and
his cor'vorkers brought
eight _voung aplonrados
from Mexico back to
Texas. There,  in 1982,
the f i rst  capt ive-born
hatchl ing emerged. In
1990 more birds f rom
Merico rvere bred, rn or-
der to enrich the genet-
ics of the original seed
population. After fi.ts and
stars r'r'ith artificial insem-
ination. r'earing meth-
ods, and pi lot  re leases,
rnore than fift,v ,voung
aplomados r,,'ere being
raised and seemed readv
for rc lease. Conserva-
tionists rvere finallv in a
posrtion to make the first
l : r rge-scale at tempt at
restoring the species to
nature. But where ?

The savannas ofcoast-

W;ldli{€ Refuge
Guli o{
f|4oxico

Keddv-Hector shorved,
n.rake up onlv a small part
, . t :  t h -  . ^ l ^ - . " 1 ^  , {  i - t -

appe t i ze rs ,  vou  m igh t
sa)', though still irnpor-
f - rnt  r . \  \ r . r r rn(r

enc:.C lalcons learning to
hunt. The statT oflife lbr
aplonrados proved to be
other birds: a r.rryriad of
resident and migrator.v
species passing through
the  fa l con  te r r i t o  r i  c  s .
The aplon'rackrs could
.  ' r . 1 .  t h - . -  ^ . . . ,  l i - ^ -

standing starts in tl eetop
p e r c h e s .  A n d ,  o n c e  i n
+ L -  ^ ; *  + 1 - - . ,  ̂ ^ , , 1 1  - ^ . t 1 , ,!  u u , u  ! J ' r )

close a quartcr-mile gap
in pursuit ol sa)', a pass-
ing flock of doves.

Hunting is not thc on-
h- chance 1br aplon.rados
to shou- olF thcir t:rlent
for  stupendolrs f lvrng.
Thev are fiercelv telrito-
r ra l  and  seek  to  d r i ve

hos-ever,  that  insects

Chihuahua

tv lEXlco
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Current and historically known ranges of aplomados in the
U.5. and Mexico are plotted above. Colored question marks
indicate historical ranges that are not well documented. The
small areas in Texas marked as current ranges are regions
where aplomados have been reintroduced. fhe species aiso
occurs in Central and South America.

a\\':r)' any larce bird that entcrs their tur{. Highest
on their list of undesirables are other aplonrados;
ncsts :lre therefbre l'idely spaced across the land-
scape, usuallv rniles apart. Other species singled out
lor special disdair.r are hau'ks, or,r4s, and ral.ens-and
tor good reason. The lorv trees of the savanna otTer
little protection fronr such predators for aplomado
ncstlings. The best strategv for parent aplon.rados,
thcn. is to att:rck on sight, giving the territory itself
a hostile reputation. 

'Whenever 
they attack, thc aplo-

al southern Texas seemed to otTer the best chance
for re-establishment. The region had included vast
sav:lnnas at the time of the Spanish settlcntent in
the 1600s. Brush invaded, though, and by the ear-
11, 1900s, most of southern Texas r,'"'as either devel-
oped as farmland or blanketed in bmsh. But even
with such large-scale loss ofhabitat, aplonados bred
just rrorth of Brownsville, Teras, until the mid-
1 940s. The final loss ofthe specres in southern Texas
coincrded rvith the arrival of DDT in 1947 for cot

. . , . :
T  E  D  S  T  A  T  E  S . I

' 
& Cur-ent <rown ao o.nado .arge 

I
j Historically known aplomado range I
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ton production. With DDT in their diets, aploma-
dos had 1itt1e chance of reproducing.

By the earl1, 1990s, though, DDT contarnination
rvas in decline, and many species that had been
harmed bv the pesticrde were rapidly recovering in

other parts of the U.S. So J. Peter Jenny, Brian D.

Mutch, and William R. Heinrich, all biologists rvith
the Peregrine Fund, began looking for pockets of

open savanna on the big ranches and rvildlife pre-
\crve\  ofsouthern Teras.  Most prot t t is ing rvere t ractr
near the Gulf Coast, particularly where grasslands
'"vere being improved through controlled burning
and other methods of brush removal.

f  apr ive Jplomado\ were f i rst  re lcased on:r  sub-

\- .z.r . rnr ia l  t . .1"  1n l ( )93.  v ia l  techniquc inrenr
ed by European falconers called hacking. Groups of
fledgling aplomados were placed in protective, ven-
tilated boxes on the tops of wooden towers. Atten
dants covertly placed food in the boxes, then, after
a fen' weeks, opened the boxes so the birds could
fledge on their own. Soon the young aplomados
\\,ere exploring their environs and returning to the
torver lor food.

As they did so,  horvever,  a potent predator
emerged: the great horned ou-I, a species that had

benef i ted f rom the centur ies- long invasion of
thorny brush. New release areas had to be careful-
1y screened for owls-ideal1y, as far from brushy ar-

eas as possible. Maturing aplomados posed anotheq
unexpected threat to the newlv released lroung.
Once the older falcons learned to be self-sulficient,
they dispersed into the landscape, onil' to return the
following year to defend territories close to the
hacking towers. There they became aggressive to-
ward the 1'oung falcons being released. Workers thus
had to prospect constantlv for neu' release sites.

In May 1995, the first n'ild, productive breedrng
pair was discovered in southern Texas; since then at
least rwo centers ofbreeding have emerged. Tiven-
ry-six brceding pairs now nest in the viciniry of the
Laguna Atascosa Wildlife Refuge near Brownsville,
and thirteen more pairs nest on Matagorda Island
north of Corpus Chri:ri lsre map ott prereding pa.gef .
Both areas make ideal habitats for foragrng aploma-
dos-the landscapes are vast, open, replete u.ith
birdiife, and moderately free of orv1s. Biologists are
cautiously optimistic about the growing aplomado

Cooperative hunting sequence, similar to one observed in the central Mexican state of San Luis

Potosi, is depicted as it unfolds, from left to right, in the schematic diagram, A male aplomado-

perched with his mate in an acacia tree-tries to intercePt a Passing dove, but the dove evades

him, The male chases the dove until it takes refuge in a dead acacia. The female enters the tree

{rom below and flushes out the dove; the male, which has been circling, plummets and drives the ,,::I!
dove into the grass. The female then dives in for the kill. She carries the dove 

.to 
the 

{iL
nest tree (a honey mesquite), and deplumes it in an upper branch before feeding i,  

i  . . .-- 
'  

, f f?' -.
to her three young ';- 

..,':_, -. 
- - -- 

i\ ' '- /*-. -,,.,.,-.---"



population. And as visitors to Laguna Atascosa knou',

southern Texas has becorne a place to watch aplo-
rnados in action.

f n  rhc  l o7u .  and  l 98 l s .  peop le  had  co rne  ro  rh ink
Irhat rcgionr f t r1hcr rvcrr . .16[ .1.  rhc dcserr  grat . -

lands of Texas, Nerv Mexico, and Arizona, r.vere de-
r.oid of nesting aplomados. But rare sighting of lone

falcons suggested the posibiliry of a population in

near\ Mexico. One of us (Montoya) became so cu-

rious that, in 7992, he and nvo other biologists-
Robert Tafanelli, then at Nelr. Mexico State Um-
versiry irr Las Cruces, and Manuel Bujanda, now at
the lJniversitv of Chihuahua, Mexico-began ex-
ploring the back roads of the Mexican state of Chi-
huahua. One da1', as thev \\'ere tral'eling through an
imnense grassland *'ith a scattering of ta11 yuccas,
they happened upon a pair ofaplotnados perched on
adjoining lencc posts, preening nonchalantly in the
sunshine. During the next ferv years, Montoya,
Tahne1li, and Bujunda discovered near\ forry pairs
sL at tercd anlong the carr le ranche. of the region.

Why did aplomados persist in Chihuahua, rvhen
they had vanihed fron the U.S., onl,v a lew hun-
dred miles ar.va-v? The ansx.er has largely to do u'ith
the history of ranching. In the U.S., b1' the 187(h,
the railroad had connected the grasslands of south-
ern Nelv Mexico r.vith the markets of the East, al-
tering the economics of cattle production. A sea of
fertile grasses, once largely inaccessible to livestock,
.,vas opcned up :rs trains carried equiprneut for
cirilling n'e11s and burlding lvindmills, earthen dans,
and w:rtcring tanks. The supply of grassland seemed

limitless, and entrepreneurs shon'cd little interest rn

long-term sustainabiliry But the cattle caused mas-

sive erosion. Woody plants such as creosote bush and
mesquite moved in, srnothering the open grasslands.

Desert savannas in Menco rvere atTected far less
extensively than their counterparts in the U.S., in part
because the development ofman-made rvater sources
for hvestock in Mexrco was so long delayed. Groups
of hostile Apaches on the Mexican side of the bor-
der in the late 1800s also made renote ranching risky
and unprofitable. The Mexrcan Revolution of 1910
lurther rerarded the dcvelopment ofrhe region.

fhe pcr. i . tencc of  .u i tahle h.rbrtr t  for  nesr ing
I  aplomado. in Chihuahu.r  a l \o o\ \ 'es much to

the long-established ranching fan-rilies rvho man-
aged their lands u'ith care through long cycles of
wetness and drought. Enrrque Baeza, the owner of
a 100,000-acre ranch cailed tl're Tinaja Verde, in

eastern Chihuahua, belongs to such a famil1', and he
knows the aplomado r'vell. To him, nesting aplo-
mados show how well he is caring for his ranch:

My dad ranted to pass this r:rnch on to his kids, and thati
$'hat I want to do for rninc. The advice Dad gave me was
to graze as if fdrought conditions] next vear r'r'ill be s.orsc
thar.r this one. That\ r.vhat rve do. We graze 1'ear round,
but rl''e graze lighd,r'-it\ a traditiorr rvith us. Aplor.nados
are a thcrmometer lor t'hat u'e're doing.

The thirteen pairs of aplomados nesting at Tinaja
Verde are indeed good indicators of the health of
the grasslands. They occupy a key node in a food
rveb that includes grasses, seeds, insects, and srnall

s,
\ i
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birds. Some of the specres in the
rveb, such as the meadowlark. reside
in the grasslands year-round; others,
such as the c hestnut-  c ol lare d
longspur,  arr ive f rom north ern
plrrr ic.  i r r  Lr l l  . rnJ dep.rr t  in spl i r rg.
Both are importrnt, but the pres-
ence of rvintering birds is cru-
cial, particular\ at the begrn-
ning of the :rplor.nado nesting
season. Tl'rat'.s r'r,hen the falcons
are storing lat to produce and
in  c r  r  h . r  r r  t he i r  .  sq r .  I h r r s .  t hc
aplon.rado also depends on the
h.rbt i t . r t '  rhrr  t | r r r ture the mi-
grants-sone flom as far arvav
as Alberta, Clanada.

Alberto Macias-Duarte. now
at the Universit]' of Arizona tn
Tucson. studied the migrants
and other factors atTccting aplo-
nrado ecolo-o;' at Tinaja Verde

Aplomado bank:; into a dive.

and at thc ncighboling Co1'arnito Ranch. Hc t:r-
" r r ; ' r , . , 1  r l r e  " " .  ' ,  r  n f  L . ; ' , - l  . r bgn r l anCc  o r r  t . r l con
breedrng success, and shoued horv both rvele af-
t , . .  r . . , 1  l -  1 L . . . ' . ' .  , l ' , " ' . , h ,  r h ' r  h , c  - '  i r r n e d  r l r .

t . c s r o l  . i r ) c c  t  ' r q j .  f  h c  J r o u e h r .  h 1  . 1 1 g s s . r . .  1 r . r '  l c J

{ o  \ r L l )  . ( \ o c  . l c .  l i r r c .  i r t  t h c  . , h t r n d . t r r c r '  o i  f  r c \

bircls that the lalcons must travcl cxtr:r clist:rttces 1i-otrr

their nests to tbrage. That clernands n)ore encl!I ',

ancl exposes the vourg ialcons to incre:rscd prc,Ja

tion bv ravens lnd othcls.

Releases of lplontados or'r t\\.o cattle r:rlrches in

\\'est Texrs begln in 2002. br-Lt thev rre stil l in the

eerh ' \ t rqcs.  Ur t l ikc  southerr t  Teras.  s 'here f i roc l  is
. L , . . .  r . , . .  . . .  r , . , - .  r . . . . . . . :  , r .  , . t . r ) t r . , r l  i r . r r r .  f i , o d  t r r . r r

be the biggest ch:rllengc for aplorrrados in the cleser-t
glassl:urds. Tirrrc s'i l l tell rvhether west Te\:ls. rr ith

its r.rst ctpen l:utds ll,, l veget:rtion so sirnilar to th:rt

oineighboring (lh r h r-r:rhr-ra. u'i l l h;rve .^noush doves,

nelclxr hrks. lnd othcr nrcclir.un size birds ro snp-

port rr ble e clinu popul:rtron of lplonr:tdo falcons.

f  r r  r l r c  r , r 1 l  r r  c , . . l .  u t  r  . l t  r t  l r .  t  L r r t . l t r u  . r t  i 1 '  n 1 1  1 1 1 .

I  r . ' r '  . r , , 1  , '  \ l , r t  r { , ' t d , r  l . l r r r , l .  l i r  r . .  t \ \ , ,  , ' l  l t \
(Hur)t lrd Cilde) have joined Erin,f . Ciott :rncl P:tul

\X,1-luer-u.-ns. both brologrsts lbr the Pelesrine Fu:cl

Clo t t  andJuergens a lc  t . rk inq turns peer ing th lor rgh

.r tclcsco1.rc, rttenrptinu ro irientifi ' the blnd rrrurt

bcrs of ;r pair of :rplonr:rdos perchcd on a los'sht ub

I  l r c  t . r l , , ' r r .  l r L  r t  \  i t r L  r , '  , 1 . .  t , 1 .  i r  l t c t l l c t  l o  . r ,  ( . 1 ' l

the nes nestir{ plattbrnr provicled for thern. ot to

1av their eggs in lr :rb:rndoned nest in:r nerrby bush.

T l rc  r r ra lc  u l , rnces up rnd sp ies a  t  l . r i tc  tar led han.k

c:rsuallr'so.l-ins -10() feet rbove. Fhshing otf his Iol'

perch arrd clinbing etTortlesslv at a steep angle. the
lalcon bcgins to attack the rnuch larger hau'k. In a
matter of thirry seconds, the illcon is abovc- the
harvk; he stoops sidervays and down, as the hawk
flrps over to present its talons. The has.k soars high-
er. The obseners are spellbound.

The harvk and his nrate are neighbor s ofthe nest-
ing aplornado pair. 

'We 
sec the Gmale harvk take o{f

from a bush near hcr nest and join her mate; the two
birds soar high over their nesting territory. The r.nale
aplomado intensifies his attack on both har'r'ks, flv-
ing back and lorth fron'r one to the other, execlrtinli

shalloll-, slashing stoops
over their backs, some-
times actually hitting

them. Alter sever:al min-
utes our group begins tim-

. ing the encounter, which
lasts about forry minutes;

- 
nel'er once does the iittle fal-

con stop attacking or set his
u.ings in a glide or soar. Run-

rring at frfteen to twenw times his l'esting metabolic
rate. he is consurning a huge anrount ofenergl. in the
continual, rapid bcat of his u-ings. Nothing is more
inrportant for sur:vival and lcprodr.rction than de-
lending his nest :rnd food suppl1-, alrd hrs behavior
shou's it. Accordirur toJucr5iens. the falcon and hal'k
pairs 1or-rght rclentlesslv during last 1'ear's bleeding
season, but both sti11 nranaqed to rrrisc thcir roung.

In spite of such terlacrit\,. rplonraclos have clisap-
pear-cd fi'orrr rnuch of their' fc;r nel range. Thrt is
orlc rcason thc U.S. Fish and Wildhie Selr-ice list-
et l  thenr : rs : rn crc langclcd spccies in 19E6, even
thor"rgh thc popr,rlation in co:rst;rl elstern Merico is
extc l rs ivL-.  Thcl i :  is  l i t t le inrnredi : r te l rope fbl  an lp lo-
r-rrltlo corrcback in nruch of the dlier- :rncestrrl r-e-
giolr  to thc north.  beci iuse of  the hrge-sc: l le brnsh
irn-asion. Br.r t .  as Enr ic lue Baezr hrs lear t ied.  r r  lut
is good fbl rplonrldos is goocl ftrr c:ittle r:rnchinq.
l3 io logists : r rc pinnins t l rc i l  hopes tbl  the species ol
thrt f:rct. The presence of this beautitul t:rlcon is a
siqn oi  p lospel i t r ' .  of  l . rnclscrpc r ichncss: i ts rcap
pelr:lrlce is l sign tlret tltirtgs arc goir.rg lr,ell.

If thc lplorrrrrrlo nrlkcs :r lirll lecover-r' over tllc
1on{ ternr, lrr-.-ecling rplonucios rl ill spleltl across
the Clhihu:rhu:ru I )cscrt grxsshrds oinorthelr NIer
ico lncl thc solrtlrl-cstcrn LI S. Fol ln increlsing
nunber oi us, the sight of tl o edult .rplonr.rdos
perched togethcr or thc spikc oia t : r l l  vucc: t ,  look-
inq out lcr-oss :r se.r of vellol qr:rsscs for the nrove-
l l l ( l r t  , , 1  , l )  , ' l  i u l c  . r t  l ' l  1 1 . 1 ' 1 1 1 .  l ^ ' l  l . l L  l l l i  t o - . l L  t h r ' l

r o r r . ' r d  ,  \ L , . r l r r i ' .  ' h . c n t  n , i r ' . 1 . . 1  r . . l t . r i l .  t . . r  t c

minrlcr of holr. nruch our lives .rnt1 li i clihoods rl 'c

nour ishec l  bv  sr tch r l tu t 'a l  p l 'ocesse\ .  n

ttlel 2OCt
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Female aplomado falcon (above), raised as part of a captive-breeding

program, takes w|ng in southern Texas, not {ar from where she was

released into the wild a year earlier. Aplomados often hunt in mating Pairs,
such as the coupie shown on opposite page chasing down a sparrow.


