
              BIRD  SIGHTING  REPORT

SPECIES          Prairie Falcon (Falco mexicanus)

DATE             January 1, 2014
 
NUMBER One juvenile

LOCATION Gage Road, Addison, Vermont; near a farm on the south side of  Gage Road, about one mile
west of  Route 22A.  (44.07° latitude, -73.32° longitude.)  This area is primarily composed of
flat farmland.

CONDITIONS       This bird was observed from about 12:20 to 12:50 p.m. at distances ranging from roughly 100
to 300 meters.  The sky was lightly overcast, the wind light and variable, and the temperature
about 15 degrees Fahrenheit.  Observations were made with Zeiss 8x42 TFL binoculars, a
Nikon  20-45x  60mm  spotting  scope  and  Celestron  8-inch  Schmidt-Cassegrain  telescope
alternately fitted with a Televue image erector and Celestron Plossl 26mm eyepiece (effective
78x  magnification)  and  a  Canon  400D  digital  camera,  T-ring  and  T-adapter  (effective  64x
magnification) all mounted on a custom platform, Manfrotto 3066 video head, and Manfrotto
132XB heavy duty tripod.  Atmospheric distortion was undetected at the closest  distance and
minimal at the farthest distance.  Overall viewing conditions were very good.

IDENTIFICATION Overall this bird looked superficially like a young Peregrine Falcon, with a medium-sized sleek
raptor build, pointed wings, brown upper side, and a light off-white underside with irregular
breast and belly streaking.  However, the axillaries were very dark brown, virtually black, and
this extended onto the sides of  the bird and tapered outward along the underwing coverts;
and the facial pattern was unlike that of  Peregrine Falcon.  

Hooked bill  was bluish gray; cere was dull and appeared to be transitioning from blue to
yellow.  Cap light brown with slightly lighter and subtly-streaked forehead; brown on cap
extended and tapered down the nape to brown back.  White supercilium, dark eye, bluish gray
eye-ring.  Face and nape mostly white with thin brown vertical mustache line and large brown
ear patch which, however, did not entirely obscure white behind eye.  Upperside brown with
unbarred brown upperwing coverts.  Coverts and flight feathers neatly edged in very light
brown.  Neck and upper breast white, fading to cream colored belly and undertail with dark
brown intermittent streaking.   Streaking more dense approaching sides where changed to
uniform  dark  approaching  axillaries..   Underside  of  wings  white  with  intermittent  dark
streaking, dark of  axillaries extended and tapered outward, concentrated most on secondary
coverts and tapering to streaking on primary coverts.  Primaries extended well short of  tail tip
when bird perched.  Tail creamy light brown underneath, lightly barred with brown, barring
not apparent on brown upperside.  Feet and legs light yellow,  long nails black.

BEHAVIOR This bird was first  seen flying into a nearby isolated tree, apparently  dislocating an adult
Peregrine Falcon which in turn relocated about 100 yards away in a field near a second adult
Peregrine.  (The exchange was not closely noted since we were temporarily distracted by the
unexpected appearance of  a young Snow Goose.)  This bird perched in the tree for about 10
minutes and periodically watched us watching it.  It then flew about one-quarter mile to a tall,
somewhat-isolated tree in a treeline where it remained for about 20 minutes.  It then made a
wide, very accommodating loop flight in front of  us – providing a long and welcome view of
the axillaries - and chose yet another tall, isolated tree for a brief  perch.  It then returned to
the original area of  the Peregrine Falcons before all three were chased off  by an immature
Bald Eagle.  The Peregrines headed east-northeast and this bird headed west-northwest.



DISTINCTIONS Brown,  medium-sized  falcon  with  mustache  line  and  ear  patch  distinguish  as  Prairie  or
Peregrine  Falcon.  The proximity  of  two adult  Peregrine  Falcons and a  known Peregrine
nesting site caused us to consider the identity of  this bird at length.  However, the eventual
excellent look in flight of  the dark axillaries with dark extending onto sides and tapering
outward across underwing coverts combined with wing extension falling well short of  tail tip,
facial pattern, brown rather than black facial markings, and brown cap distinguished this bird
from Peregrine Falcon,  particularly  the  greatest  potential  for  confusion,  a juvenile  tundra
subspecies.   Streaks on sides of  breast,  solid upper wing coverts,  gray eye-ring,  and cere
apparently transitioning from bluish gray distinguish as juvenile.

OBSERVERS Theodore G. Murin, 77 Overlook Drive, South Burlington, VT 05403
Tyler Pockette, Middlebury, VT
Kaylee Pollander, Jeffersonville, VT

PHOTOS

Note brown cap, facial pattern, brown rather than black facial markings, unbarred
brown wing coverts, dark axillary tone extending onto side, and primary projection
falling short of  tail tip.



Note dark axillary region (amidst the branches) as bird left its first perch.

Note light brown tone of  facial pattern, slender mustache strip, and white behind eye.

NOTES Tyler Pockette first spotted this bird moments after we arrived at this site.

DATE OF REPORT January 1-2, 2014

SIGNATURE


