
THE FIELD, THE MEWS AND THE BREEDING CHAMBER

A FALCON FOR THE BUSH

By Harry McElroy
Gra1. Varela 5458. Miraflores, Lima, peru

TIERCEL PEREGRINE, FEMALE APLOMADO

If you could rename this falcon, what would you call a raptor of such
incongruity? Even with its soft feathers, long train, short primaries, deep
secondaries, bottle shoulders, long narrow body, fine-boned feet, it sti11 loois
like a falcon. Conventionally named the Aplomado falcon (Fa1co femoralis), in
South America one of its common Spanish names is Perdillero or partridge hunter.
and the highland Indians, the Quichuans, call it Womang (pronounced (wlh-inang).
Couldnrt we just call this thing the rrnear-falcon"?

Coloration is dramatic, like its relatives the orange-breasted (Fa1co
deiroleucus) and bat (Falco rufigularis) falcons, with some orange on breast,
thighs and coverts. Measurements of my two females are similar: 38 crn or 15" -body length of bird sitting on the fist1' LB-l/2 crn or 7-r/4,'- tail measured
from body to tip of decks; 7 cm or 2-3/4" - foot on flat surface inner toe to
rear toe' talons excluded; 82 cn ot 32't - wing measurement with falcon cast. I:flight one is reurinded of a long-tailed peregiine that has been dieting to
extreme.

The aplomadors social behavior would suggest that of the Harrisr hawk.
Probably few reasonable men would accept a description of its behavior and yet
that, along with its speed, is what makes it so fascinating. Her high-strung,
almost agitated' nature persists, yet if ny falcon is not touched or hooded, sh=
can be especially tranquil and will sit the fist by the hour as one goes aboutthe house (though frequently snapping her head sharply sideways). Shortly afte:caPture' she threw the hood while on an outdoor pereh and then sat calmly eyeil:
the surroundings. This same reluctance to bate from pereh or glove is true of
our other aplomado.

Qulte like a sma1l boy deprived of his favorite toy, this falcon will
stamp her feet if pressed. The difference is in the revolutions per minute --
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HAWK CHALK VOL

desert by the hour, usually without being cal1ed. The 22-hour weight control
system is used to control weight, which simply means that she is fed to a given
weight the day before being f1own.

In the early stages of flying this fernale, handling was facilitated by
allowing her a few moments to calm after any activity; for example, a pause was
in order after being picked up from the perch, etc. Her best behavior is always
in the field where her gregarious nature secures a comfortable bond between man
and falcon. The special joy of hunting with a bird that is attracted to man
like the Harrisf hawk more than makes up for the anguish of daily management.

During the first few months of hunting, she didnrt spot birds ln the
distance and f1y them; rather, we often spotted them wj-th glasses and released
her in an effort to make them seek cover. This was usually effective for
mocki-ng birds that had not been flown previously. On these long approaches, the
field often separated and she followed me c1osely, often landing on the ground
ahead as I ran. After several months hunting, she began to take longer slips.

On nonhunting days my aplomados are exerci.sed by calling them from the
floor to the high ceiling of our living rooa. I do thi.s standing part way up a
staircase. The passage aplomado will occasionally stop to hover on the way up
and has no difficulty with thj-s exercise. But again, our Acci"piter bicolors
perform the same ascent with stunning authority.

In regard to taning and training the aplomado, I feel the passage
aplomado has developed at different paces. As mentioned ear1ler, she bites,
foots, bates and at times screams if touched or hooded, and thus tamin6; has
lagged far behind the training aspect. Yet she threw herself into training,
almost immediately responding to the lure as if rnesmerized. Once J decjded not
to condition them to touching except when eating, I have had the best luck in
management of the two birds. Once hooding and robbing of prey were disnissed,
everything went much smoother. .None of the loca1s considers using a hood on
this species. The passage nay store prey in the bushes to hunt again, but
taking it from her is a strong negative.

Like a passage Aceipiter, it is necessary to establish a flight or
response weight before extended progress can be made. Five days after capture
she was stil1 bating in the car while hooded. We tried transporting her hungry,
then fed, on the fist, on the perch -- no luek, bating continued. Finally,
the sock was used reluctantly. After giving up the idea of hooding, I retreated
to the use of the transport box. At home, before the hunt, she stepped dernurely
inside, but in the field for the first six months she reared out, flapping,
biting, footing, and at tines screaming.

At about three months she was transferred to a mew where she is kept
free. After sone initial battering of wingtips, she settled in, if an aplomado
ever settles in. She jumps and fl,ies about freely with some care of feathers
now, but as the afternoon flight period approaches and her weight drops down,
activity often increases to a frenzied pace. In the mew she remains shy and if
I approach even slowly she retreats to a rear perch. In the wild these hawks
are especially active during hunti-ng periods. We have noticed that they seldon
stay on a given perch for an extended tiure (Observations by Oscar and Lucho).

Hunting, like all other areas of her management, requires special care
to avoid upsets. She is flown with anklets only. Snap-on jesses are used for
handl ing.
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The long-tailed nocking bird (Mirnus longieaudatus) has been one of our
most sporting prey. They are about the size of a blue jay with a long tai1.
They live in semi-open desert, are fast, durable and most of thern flush long
before our arrival. We flew one for a 4O-ninute period that did not panic even
during intervals where reflushes were closely spaced and relatively easy. She
finally took it in a stoop from a waiting-on position.

At the reflush she enters into a stoop or is off on another tail-chase.
If the prey decides that the distance is too great to the next cover, it may
swing around to return where flushed. The falcon may stoop and stri.ke the bird
from the side or even head on. Like the desert falcons, she frequently stri.kes
rather than clutches, and her strike can be devastating although it is usually
only a light tap sending feathers cascading.

0n rare occasions while waiting for a long reflush, she may fly
insects. We have also seen wild aplornados hawking insects.

Some of the areas where we hunt have bushes that are 7 to 10 meters
across and reach well over our heads. Two to four of us will enter these
quagmires attempting to move the birds. In these situaticns, she usually zips
up until reaching ttre altitude she wants for waiting on. Then she turns around
sharply and begins to cruise about in some pattern. At times she waits on from
a kestrel-like hover, perfect I'pie cuttertr circles, back and forth up and down
wind, down through and about trees and cover, etc. She may stay up for a few
seconds up to a few minutes. The rnockingbird has an impressive acceleration
edge on her, so in even moderate cover, waiting on can be imperative. fn
waiting on she appears to adjust height to fit the wind, eover and game, and she
may change this adjustment frequently. The stoop is limited to a single dive,
and if she fails to connect she scrambles into a sharp curve around and a taj 1-
chase. She is quite accurate J.n the stoop and often disables birds in and
between cover. It appears that she waits on at about 15 meters for mocking
birds and 20 to 25 meters for ground dove, but again this is not consistent.
Beating the bush stith flushing sticks or sending the dog in often prompts the
fllght, as may running, but she responds poorly to the escape signal. When
hunting we never have seen her stoop with wings foldedl rather they are almost
always whirring away like a wind-up toy out of control. Itrs a stunning sight
to see her drop down in this strange flapping stoop to strike or launch into a
tail chase with speed building.

When birds are overtaken during tail chases in the open, she does so
with any of several movements. Wings and train are flaired, she comes in frour
the side or underneath, wings rnay be held back in a "V" attitude, body upside-
down and feet thrust forward. We are never sure which of these attitudes she
may use, but we do know that the "monent of truthtt is varied. We have a few
action photos of these strikes, and r^re are filning hunts with a VCR carnera. fn
some of these filured stoops, she turns from side to side with wings extending
and flapping;' in others, her tendency to rrstand on tail" to secure a waitrng-on
position is emphasLzed.

To catch snall or nimble prey in a tail-ehase, Falcos usually depend on
their superior speed to overtake, whereas the Accipiter often makes the catch at
or just above the speed of the prey. The aplomado appears at ease using either
of these mechanisms. We have seen uany birds taken in the open with the Falco
flying very near the speed of the prey.

Like an Accipiter or Parabuteo,
slan into the prey and, unfortunately,

she frequently curves up and over to
the ground at speed. The dust flies but,
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HAWK CHALK VOL

or some erratic pattern -- at times, she will race along just above our shoes
popping up noqr and again to see and be seen. Likely shefll race down past us
occasionally but, no matter what, shetll be flapping, flapping, flapping --
looking like an anorexic peregrine ltith a long tail and a drarnatic white tie bar
across the top of the secondaries. As we are standing on opposite sides of the
cover, we communicate in terms known only to the dedicated rat hunter. It
usually goes, "0K, shets ready to flush, Flush, Fltrsh, F1ush, No, Wait, Dontt
flush, OK, Flush here she comes, 0h hell where is she?tr Then she whips in at
tree-top 1eve1 to drop in behind the dove and, pumping hard, begins a race
across the open to the next tree. The dove drops low, then curves up to plunge
intcr a tree canopy, and we hear the thwack as she strikes at fu1l bore. We run
to see her drop out of the tree to eat on the ground.

If the group or dog stays elose by, she will become nervous, jumping
about on the ground, watching and eating erratically. Norrnally she nay move
about one meter but doesntt carry; however, if strangers appear or hawk wi.th us,
she may carry for sorne distance but never to a tree, always eating on the
ground.

To pick this bird up when eating a kil1 is not always easy. She can be
picked up when eating the head and neck or, later, after depluming and eating
the body. The problem with the pick-up is her disdain for any meat that is not
from a freshly-kjl1ed bird. Even in the new she resists the pick-up using meat
that has been refrigerated. If the visitors 1eave, she may eat the bi.rd quickly
consurning intestines and all but the feathers with obvious disdain for sand and
soil .

She may eat head and neck, stash the ki1l, and return to our feet to
hunt sone more. One day she cached two birds in a row. We would like to know
hrhat triggers this behavior, but thus far wetre unable to c.omprehend. LIe note
that she appears il1 at ease just before caching, often carrying the prey for
short distances before tucking it. into a low-growing weed.

Summary

Certainly few falconers would profess understanding of a new species
after flying only one falcon through a season. Reading the insightful and
fascinating research of Hector, talking to friends, observing them in the wi1d,
studying our VCR tapes has only broadened the window. However, I wonrt 1et mere
logic stop me from making a sunmary of this particular hawk. Added to my

limited background is also a prejudice formed after years of searching for the
perfect hawk for pursuit of difficult-to-catch small birds. The aplourado
represents a significant step in the direction of that ambi.tion.

Her liabilities are: 1) She waits on at a 1ow 1eve1 and as she
pleases. At the end of the season, she went for about 807" of the reflushes, but
we have not as yet been able to send her up strictly on comnand. 2) She makes
a single stoop with whirring wing (rather than the long powerful, folded-wing
stoop), followed by a tail chase, no toss-up like other Falcos, which reduces
the beauty of the pursuit. 3) She remains high strung and difficult in daily
handling (though this fault is muted slightly by her gregarious nature). 4)
She prefers sma11 prey, though other aplomados obviously take larger prey. 5)
Feet and leg scales are delicate, and she would probably not do well tied to a
perch. 6) She is erratic in the field, her hunting style c.hanging from one day
to the next (though she always seems to catch a bird or two).
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