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(teft)
IIIus. #1 courtesJ
of Harry McElroy

(right)
IIIus. #2 courtesy

of Robert Berry

Illustration #7 cleorly demonstrates that the size of a female aplomado is "almost that of a tiercel pcregrine" as il,os d'Arcussia's Alethe. Also, note
the "pale orange" front of the aplomado (again as per d'Arcussia) and compare this to the deeper rufous tone of the orange-breasted falcon in illustra-
tion #2. Unfotunate\, no publishable illustrotion of M. semitorquatus wcts aq'ailuble to include in this article.

Illustration #j displays the aplomado's "thin legs and pounces" per Feniera's Alethe, as well as the srggesrion of d'Arcussia's crescent.shaped band,
"below the belly and tward the thighs." Illustration #5 shows the relcttitely peregrine-like dorsal plumage of the aplomado as pet d'Arcussia's Alethe, os
well as the long wings and the suptaorbitdl band of light colored feothers nearly encirclirtg the head as per Fer"rieTd (both photos courtesy Harry
McElroy). Huber's sketch (illustration #4) is inserted for comparison.

e

#4

#5#J
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*t...a very special kind
of gioshawk ... since it
left the fist like a
Shortrving, flew like a
iameur (i.e.longwing;
;..) and with very rapid
ryingbeats; one may
fgard I'Alethe as
holding a position
lntermediate between
the f;alcons and the
cparrowha$/ks...tt

is a falcon "de Acores" (the Azore Islands).
According to Cade, no falcon species on the
Azores would meet the description of the Alethe.
Ruttledge mentioned that this may have been a
misinterpretation of d'Arcussia's phrase "... the
newly discovered Islands to the West".

The collared forest falcon displayed no cres-
cent shaped brown band. The adult of the red
morph was uniformly colored ventrally with no
markings of any kind, and immature plumage
was highly marked, breast to vent, with thin
horizontal cross barrings which could not have

gone unmentioned by
d'Arcussia. On the other
hand, the aplomado wore a

band ofdark feathers curv-
ing across the belly and
down toward the thighs.
Dorsal plumage of the col-
lared forest falcon was
black or chocolate brown,
and not much like a pere-
grine's.

Ferriera wrote, "The
head is almost entirely
encircled by a band of
feathers of the same
colour(as the breast)." The
aplomado falcon's supraor-
bital band was often bro-
ken and incomplete in front
and in back (see illustra-

micrastur-like raptor at all.
Ruttledge's assertion that the "genuine high-

mettled" Alethe was the orange-breasted falcon
was more likely based on dynamics. He seemed
convinced that the Alethe was peregrine-like, not
because d'Arcussia described peregrine-like
behavior but because the bird was described as

"high mettled" and to Ruttledge this must have
screamed peregrine.

Yet, read the description of d'Arcussia's
Alethe on game: "They are high-mettled after
their quarry, which is properly the partridge.
They are thrown off ['on les iette do poing' -this
means he was thinking of them as long-winged
hawks flown from the fist... ] They usually fly
low and straight, relying on their speed. They
block (perch) in trees and oftheir nature do not
continue flying for long. They will not fly in
company with other hawks and one never sees an
eyess...They are called Alethes, a Greek word
meaning fullblooded, or valiant, and indeed they
are the most deadly birds that fly partridges,
killing them inside covert like a goshawk and so

surely that it will never be the hawk's mistake if
you lose her." The description is one of a high-
mettled falcon, but does not seem very pere-
grine-1ike.

Later, d'Arcussia added, "...for partridges in
winter..Alethes are excellent, but when they have
taken their partridge they hide themselves, which
is extremely annoying. Goshawks do the same,
but one finds them much more easily as they are
larger birds." Again, d'Arcussia compared
Alethe behavior not with the peregrine but the
goshawk.

The Alethe as a wild bird was described to
Ferriera by Phillipe Butaca Henriques. "He was
there for thirty days and during that time he saw
these birds all along the coast. They were larger
than Sparrowhawks and smaller than falcons
(again, this must refer to the female peregrine);
he noticed that they were capable of such swift
flight that the eye could not follow them and
appreciate all their movements. He often saw
them take parrots and other birds, going after
them like mad, chasing them with tremendous
dash, penetrating with them into the thickest
parts of the trees and having neither rest nor
peace until they had something between their
peffy singles." This description again highlighted
accipiter-like hunting tactics.

Ferriera said, "They are flown at partridge
and are so keen to kill them that they go into
hedges with them." Another raised eyebrow to
peregrine-like behavior.

Whatever the Alethe was, it was not a bird
that resembled the peregrine in hunting habits.
The orange-breasted, however, is. Dr. Cade
agreed that the orange-breasted falcon is not ori-
ented toward ground hunting, and would be less
likely to pursue quarry to cover than even a pere-
grine, no less an aplomado.

And the aplomado? Ruttledge's sources dis-
paraged them. Sclater & Hudson (1889, p. 69)
say of (the aplomado) that "compared with a

tions #1 and #5;). In contrast, the collar of the
micrastur, which could also be said to encircle its
head, was distinctly complete, no "almost" about
it. Ferriera's comment that the Alethe had long
wings also helped differentiate. The micrastur
had relatively short, rounded wings accentuated
by an extremely long tail. The longish tail of the
aplomado gave it an appearance of having short-
er wings than other Falco genus birds, but com-
pared to Micrastur, the aplomado can be said to
have long wings as per Ferriera.

The most important detail by Ferriera was
the appearance ofthe wing undersurface. Under
the wings, with some parts of white, are grey
feathers with cross spottings, very like[?] a fal-
con's plumage. The underwing of the collared
forest falcon (illustrated on pages 313 and374 of
Grossman and Handet's large volume) was pat-
terned like an accipiter's or buteo's with light
tones being contrasted by a series of thin dark
horizontal bars instead of the distinctive "cross
spottings" of a falcon. The aplomado's under
wing was clearly similar to a peregrine's and
most other Falco genus species. The adult
aplomado, alone, had the correct combination
of an unspotted breast coupled with an under
wing having parts of white and falcon-like
cross spottings.

Huber's sketch clearly represented a long-
wing with a head pattern like an aplomado so that
it can be said in 1784 Huber had knowledge of an
aplomado-like bird which he believed to be the
Alethe; and, that he clearly was not thinking of a
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downhill gliding forays ending up on farmyard
fowl. He did not relate any instances where full
power flight went the distance necessary to con-
sistently catch wild partridge. Amadon and
Brown described M.semitorquafets thusly: "A
forest bird, partial to dense thickets, copses, and
even impenetrable mangroves; it goes around
rather than across forest clearings. A tame bird
released in the open dashed into a burrow or a
tussock for concealment. It usually stays at low
levels and probably avoids tall forest with little
undergrowth. Its slender body, long legs, and
long tail enable it to thread through the thickest
brush at great speed, alternately running with
wings half spread or pressed to the side, accord-
ing to cover, or flying. It flies through very small
openings sometimes flipping sideways to do
so...Sometimes it apparently runs on the ground
like a Road-rumer (Geococeyx) under thickets
even when not hunting. It travels through taller
trees by running along the limbs and jumping or
fluttering from tree to tree. The tail is somewhat
arched, which probably lessens abrasion." For
the above bird to regularly fly down partridge
across large tracts of open ground seemed
improbable. That micrasturs could take partridge
occasionally in the right circumstance was not
questioned. That they could catch them with the
frequency and efficiency of the Alethe was.

Aplomado training, according to McElroy,
starts slowly but creates a strong bond. Today, in
Mexico and South America, aplomados are being
flown in fair numbers and with real success.
Modern experiences with the collared forest fal-
con have been disappointing. The few that have
been trained in recent history have proven
extremely difficult, even by experienced falcon-
ers. Ap Evans writes, "Of vile temperament
(Perthshire and Peru evidently have little in com-
mon) and most mean disposition, the hawk (a
collared forest falcon), whom I named Itza,
would frequently run after me through the long
grass on leg's like a storks and jump on my back.
Itza...was the most dreadful bird I ever took into
partnership. Sent as a present from Peru for hare-
hunting by a well known American falconer
friend, it can only have been intended as a bad
joke. It was a perfect lesson in not trying exotic
foreign hawks without knowing their habits and
hunting capabilities. Merciful release for both of
us, in the form of a fit by Itza, did not come for
over two long years."

In personal communications, McElroy said,
"I have seen a few micrasturs and all were eyass-
es. Some were in the hands of skilled falconers
(i.e. Rafael del Valle). No one has trained them to
fly free to my knowledge. Most everyone in
South America and Mexico describe them as
"loco" and aggressive. I have never owned a for-
est falcon and repeat I have never seen one
trained to even sit on the fist, much less fly free."
Modem experiences with micrasturs have been
with eyasses - by nature more aggressive than
passagers - and the Alethe was known only as a
passager. Even so, it is hard to imagine such a

difficult bird gaining real popularity amongst the
European gentry.

A Falcon for the Bush became an ideal
resource for objectively comparing the modern
aplomado to the Alethe-of-old. In addition to
similarities in hunting behavior, d'Arcussia stat-
ed that the Alethe is a bird not easily lost and
McElroy equated the aplomado to the Harris'
hawk in terms of staying close to the falconer.
Despite its accipitrine behavior, d'Arcussia
included the Alethe in his section on longwings,
and McElroy said the aplomado hunts like an
accipiter but flies like "an anorexic peregrine."
D'Arcussia described the Alethe as high-
mettled and fast, and McElroy described the
aplomado as difficult to fatigue, tenacious, fast,
and "...always flapping, flapping, flapping..."
D'Arcussia extolled the virtues of the Alethe as
a partridge hawk, and McElroy described
the aplomado's prowess on quail, ground doves,
and mourning doves.

McElroy also mentioned that in modem Peru
the aplomado falcon is called perdillero, or "par-
tridge hunter." It is interesting to note that the
early Spaniards in Peru, whom Varner and
Varner stated practiced falconry, referred to their
bird dogs as perdiguera, which also translated to
"partridge hunter." If the documented term for
these setters employed for hawking in Peru circa
the midto-late 1500's was perdiguera, it seems
reasonable that the post-conquest Spaniards may
have referred to the hawks they used with those
setters as perdillero; the two terms being more
loosely translated to, "partridge dog" and "par-
tridge hawk." Thus the modern use of the name
"perderillo" for the aplomado may have its roots
in a post-Conquest past.

The last argument was based on biology.
D'Arcussia specifically stated that "...one never
sees an eyess." So it was safe to assume that
Alethes were exclusively trapped rather than
removed from eyries. Although it may have been
possible to acquire eyass orange-breasteds from
natives, it is hard to imagine how the hawk
traders ofthe sixteenth century could have regu-
larly gotten their hands on passage or haggard
orange-breasted falcons. According to Cade,
while the orange-breasted falcon is not numerous
today, it probably never was. It is extremely dif-
ficult to locate and does most of its hunting over
the rainforest canopy. In personal communica-
tion he added, "the orange-breasted falcon isjust
too rare to have been seen often by Europeans in
the New World." On the other hand McElroy
related a letter from a friend writing from Peru in
the 1950's in which he stated "(aplomados) are
like kestrels to us." McElroy, himself, saw six-
teen aplomados in one day in Peru. Their open
habits and ground orientation would have made
them an easy bird to locate and trap for the hawk
merchants of old, their rarity in Europe being due
to diffrculties in transport - 3,800 nautical miles
between Pemambuco and Portugal.

One can always find jigsaw pieces which
almost fit the puzzle. However, they require
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