WINTU HAWK IDENTIFICATION NOTES
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TURKEY VULTURE

“Tilty” Vulture, iconic V shape floating flyer, with finger-like primary tips and a hooked yellowish bill for tearing into carcasses. One of few birds with a sense of smell. It is often seen in Vortex circling groups flying in numbers of hundreds to possibly thousands in the county at any time. Black with silver wing linings, juveniles don’t have red heads. 99% of our flying “hawks” are TVs.
RED-TAILED HAWK - darkish head, orangish tail from above in adults, belly band of dark markings, patagial black stripe in the fore area of the underwing is diagnostic. From the back look for lighter area on scapular/back upper shoulders. Uncommon rufous phase and far less common black phase. 99% of non TVs in our county are Red-tails. Learn the call to distinguish calling birds from Red-shouldered.

Sub species - Harlan’s Hawk - formerly a species, 1-2 in the county some winters. Usually seen as blackish phase birds with small to medium white speckling on upper breast and a small amount of white on the sides of the head, AND messy cross stripes with splotches of orange and sooty colors in the mostly white tail with a sooty terminal tail band. Rarely identified light phase Harlan’s has whiter appearance of standard Red-tail with the same distinctive multi patterned tail. 

The other 1%:

RED-SHOULDERED HAWK - our riparian hawk - if no waterway is nearby, then it’s probably not a Red-shouldered. The rufous shoulder area is sometimes tough to see. It is a fairly tame, somewhat smaller hawk, with fairly strong black bands on the tail. Flies in pattern of Flap, Flap, Glide. Note reddish underwings with light wing windows near tips (occasionally in Red-tails and Rough-legs), heavily barred reddish or streaked underside. Rarely identified juveniles are very streaked on the breast, with narrow bands on the tail. Learn the unique call to distinguish calls from Red-tails.

ROUGH-LEGGED HAWK - Fall River pretty common (sometimes 10-20 in a day) in winter, rare in valley here. Typically birds have tan heads and very dark or black lower belly, white rump, and notable large black sub terminal tail band. Has long wings with dark carpal/wrist patches near the tips. Feathered legs and small, weak, yellow feet. Seen in winter. Rarely reported adult male is unique, darkish bird streaked with white patches and multi striped tail bands. Has dark primary and secondary tips. Rare dark phase is black, not rufous and quite rare and has wing windows. A hawk seen on the ground a lot, seen along open fields, and it is often seen hovering in the wind.

FERRUGINOUS HAWK - Overall very light and whitish in appearance, with darkish area around the eye, light or whitish tail often has rufous tones from the top. Rufous large shoulder and back area. Large feet, and feathered dark leggings in adult (helps to remember - it takes a while to develop dark coloring > adult). “Yellow lips” noticeable. Often seen standing in a field or flying fairly low. Seen in winter. Fall River (1-5), Anderson (1-2) on Millville Road and Leopard Drive. Three phases, light, rufous and the much rarer dark phase.
SWAINSON’S HAWK – A slender hawk of the plains. Often seen on telephone poles. When perched wingtips extend beyond the tail. Very dark slate to black head, dark rufous tan upper breast, white chin and breast, and dark blackish back. Diagnostic feature is whitish underwings, with blackish wingtips, the reverse of all other hawks. Multiple tail bands with heavier sub terminal dark band. Flies with V shape, with long wings, deep strokes, and then glides. Three commonly seen morphs, light, intermediate and dark. Fall River in summer as a rare breeder (1-2 pairs). Very rare migrating through the North Valley.

NORTHERN HARRIER - Anderson and Fall River. Low, leisurely flyer, V shaped wings, open field hawk with notable white rump. Males grayish and whitish birds. Owl shaped facial discs on a trim hawk. Females streaked brownish below, while juveniles are mostly unstreaked and rufous to tan breasted. Often seen perched on fence posts or in fields. Flies low over fields dropping to capture prey.

COOPER’S HAWK - The commonest woodland hawk in our county. Big head projects out in front of mostly straight front edged wings in flight.. Usually seen as a streaky breasted bird with a very long, round tipped and good amount of white at tail tip. Adults are blue backed with rufous barring on the breast. Notable widely spaced apart, heavy tail bands. Diagnostic dark blue cap contrasts with lighter nape/hind neck on adults and not on Sharp-shinned. By default call any Accipiter a Cooper’s Hawk until you see something to tell you otherwise. Even seen in summers, not so for Sharp-shinneds. Eyes appear smaller due to large head. Flies in pattern of Flap, Flap, Glide similar to Sharp-shinned, Goshawk and Red-shouldered Hawks.
SHARP-SHINNED  HAWK - Little head projection in front of held forward shoulders when flying. Another streaky woodland hawk, except blue backed, and rufous barring on the breast of adults. Medium length, notably heavily banded tail is clearly square cut at the tip and only has small amount of white at tip. The widest tail band is the terminal band. No capped appearance versus adult Cooper’s. Eyes appear large on small head. Flies in pattern of Flap, Flap, Glide.
NORTHERN GOSHAWK - Pretty much solely a Lassen Park or other very high mountain bird. Adults distinctive with gray barring underneath and blue backs. Notable white eyeline and streaked undertail coverts are diagnostic of juveniles. The “finger tips” on the wings are short. This is A Large Bird. Fluffy undertail coverts on all birds. Juvenile Goshawks are a very difficult ID. Flies in pattern of Flap, Flap, Glide.
OSPREY - Very large bird with M shape to the wings on a white bodied bird. Gull like flight. Over water or heading to a waterway. Bold thick dark heavy eye stripe on a white head. Drops or dives on fish in the water and flies with one foot forward position holding a fish. There are irregular dark bands on the juvenile tail. The only similar species is the huge “Osprey plumage” of juvenile Bald Eagle.

WHITE-TAILED KITE - Anderson regular and rarely elsewhere. Trim, long winged, black shouldered and white bodied graceful flyer. Juveniles, seldom seen away from breeding areas and have reddish speckling on nape and upper breast. The long narrow tail is often fanned. There are dark carpal marks on the underwings. A Master Hoverer!
AMERICAN KESTREL - Pretty common bird. Very trim, somewhat long-winged falcon that wags its tail up and down upon landing (as Merlins do sometimes) or while balancing on telephone lines. Long reddish tail with sub terminal dark tail band for males on a double mustached head. Males blue backed and females reddish or tan backed. Females have many small bands on their tails. Flight usually somewhat buoyant, hovers often, and seldom flies extremely fast and direct for any distance (like a Merlin). Perches upright.  

PRAIRIE FALCON - Fall River usually or sometimes Millville Plains or Leopard Drive. Sandy colored, subtle double mustached, biggish falcon, seen around open country. Small white area behind the eye that is not seen in Peregrines. Thinner body than Peregrines. The eye is as wide as the bill is high. Perches on telephone poles or high tension structures. Look for diagnostic dark armpits on flying birds.

PEREGRINE FALCON – The Majestic Icon of Wild America. Never take a sighting for granted. Usually, clearly darker blue or blackish colored compared to a Prairie Falcon. Black large mustache, blue-backed (adults), with gray-streaked underparts. Juveniles brownish more similar to Prairie but breast is much more heavily streaked. If having trouble turning a large falcon into a Peregrine, it’s probably a Prairie. The eye is not as wide as the bill is high.
MERLIN - Pretty rare in recent years, mostly seen in Fall River. Single thin mustache mark on a small, darkish backed (female or immature) or blue-backed (male), fairly streaky breasted, very fast and direct-flying falcon (with only occasional gliding). Sometimes tail wags like Kestrel but with a much shorter tail. Heavy tail bands on medium length tailed bird. Three races usually identifiable - try to ID any cooperative bird to race.  Small in stature but a majestic bird none the less.

GOLDEN EAGLE - Another majestic bird! A bird of open country. Look for the Golden hackles on the hind neck on a huge all dark bird of all ages. Dark or faintly barred tail in adult, while juvs have large white base and wide dark tail band, AND white in the wrists and tail ONLY. Smaller bill and head projection in flight. Long, wide, square wings in flight. Can fly with slight V or dihedral wings.
BALD EAGLE - Ubiquitous symbol of America with white head, white tail on huge dark-bodied bird. Huge bill and head projection in front of wings often help distinguish juvenile Bald from smaller billed Golden Eagle of any age. Bald is much more common in our county than Golden. Most Eagles with much whitish in the plumage are Bald, but Golden can have limited whitish in the wrists under the wings and in the tail. Note the “Osprey” plumage with dark markings on white head. Long, wide, flat wings in flight.

References:
Birds of Prey of the West Field Guide (a pocket guide), by Stan Tekiela (one copy is at Barnes & Noble). A great little guide chocked full of hints and details not found in other guides!
Birds of Prey of the West, A Field Guide, by Brian Wheeler. The Bible on hawk ID.
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