Pinnacle Rock -- Fall 2008 Hawkwatch Report -- by Craig Jackson

After a record setting year on Pinnacle Rock, the total count this past fall was down almost two hundred birds.  Nevertheless, there were some good days (including my fourth best day ever) and one really special bird -- an immature Golden Eagle, only the third one seen from Pinnacle Rock in ten years of watching.  What brought the numbers down was there were almost no moderately good days (40-75 birds).

[It is important to keep in mind when reading this report, that daily counts could not be made; instead most counts were made on weekend days.  Thus, movements of hawks may have been missed].

I have previously noted that Broadwinged Hawks rarely migrate past Pinnacle Rock.  Thus, our total counts are in the hundreds, not the thousands.  Although most sites have their major numbers during the Broadwing movement in mid-September, most years at Pinnacle we often get a good movement of Sharp-shinned Hawks in late September.  However, this year it failed to materialize (or if it did we missed it).  In fact, the only day in September with more than twenty birds seen was September 10, with 23 raptors seen migrating in 7 hours of observation.   In seven days only 75 hawks were observed migrating, with two Peregrines on September 13, one Bald Eagle on Sept 21, and another Peregrine on September 29 being the highlights.

The best counts by far were in October, with the best single day count being on October 4, when 97 raptors were seen migrating.  I began watching at 7:30 AM (EST).  Winds were strong from the west (and remained so throughout the day). By 9 AM I had already observed 8 Ospreys, almost all flying low (below 100 feet).  Most intriguing, however, was a large accipiter with a dark grey back and a comparatively short, squarish tail that passed right over the rock.  Unfortunately, I was looking the other way and so only got a look at the bird after it had passed over the rock and was going away.  Thus, even though I suspected it had been a Goshawk (a very unusual bird at my site), I could only count it as a Cooper’s.

Accipiters then started to pass through (almost all low again), such that by 12 Noon an additional27 birds had been noted. The movement then began in earnest -- in the next three hours (with the help of three other hawkwatchers) I had added 56 more birds (mostly accipiters).  Again, most birds were flying low, although with extra observers we were also able to note some flying much higher. [It also helped that whereas at the beginning of the day there had been no cloud cover, by afternoon about one-quarter of the sky was cloudy].

It had been my fourth best day of hawkwatching on the rock since I began keeping records.  I told the other observers that days with strong northwest winds had brought birds much closer and lower.  Nevertheless, they were all impressed by what we had witnessed, with the approach of a female Cooper’s Hawk to within 5 feet of one of the observers before veering off being one of the most memorable events of the day.  The totals for the day were: 

Turkey Vulture 		-   3
Osprey			- 19
Northern Harrier 		-   1
Sharp-shinned Hawk	- 36
Cooper’s Hawk		- 14
Broad-winged Hawk	-   2
American Kestrel		-   6
Unidentified accipiter	-   9
Unidentified raptor	-   7
Total # raptors		  97

I only was able to observe on three other days in October, and the largest number of raptors seen on those days was only 14 birds.  Nevertheless, although I only saw 7 birds on October 18, I’ll remember that day for some time because one of those birds was an immature Golden Eagle -- only the second one I’ve seen from this site, and only the third one ever from the site.  I have quoted below the exact notes I wrote down that day to better describe the excitement I felt.

“Scanning the horizon I noticed a large raptor beginning to soar.  It looked surprisingly large so I began to watch it in my scope.  Although its wings appeared large, it did not have the plank-like look of a Bald Eagle, and its head did not seem overly long.  I was still not totally convinced it was an eagle.  As it soared however, a Red-tailed Hawk dove down toward it and harassed it.  It was clear this bird was an eagle since the adult Redtail looked about 1/3 its size.  But was it a Bald or a Golden?  Size comparison to Redtail seemed to hint toward Bald, but the head did not seem long enough nor the wings straight enough.  On the other hand I expect Golden’s to fly in a dihedral and this bird’s wings were fairly straight.  It also seemed early for Golden Eagle.  Luckily as the Red-tailed Hawk buzzed the eagle several times the eagle would head upward to “swat” it away.  Through the scope at these times, I could then see markings on the topside -- two fairly distinct white patches on outer wings (which were otherwise dark), and there was white at the base of the tail.  The white on the tail did not seem to be a crisp band, but it was definite nevertheless.  Although the time (date) seems early [for Golden Eagle], the three white areas on the upperside and the smallish head (which had at first led me to think it was a Red-tailed Hawk) convinced me that the bird was indeed an immature Golden Eagle!!

November’s flight too was less than last year’s, with only two days out of seven having more than 10 birds.  November is when Redtailed Hawks are moving and this year 36 were seen.  Two Red-shouldered Hawks were a nice bonus for the month.

Pinnacle Rock -- Fall 2008 Totals

Species	September	October	November	Totals

Turkey Vulture		3	3	6
Osprey	12	30		42
Bald Eagle	1			1
Northern Harrier	4	2	1	7
Sharp-shinned Hawk	35	54	9	98
Cooper’s Hawk	7	16	6	29
Red-shouldered Hawk			2	2
Broad-winged Hawk	1	2		3
Red-tailed Hawk			36	36
Golden Eagle		1		1
American Kestrel	4	11		15
Merlin	3	1		4
Peregrine Falcon	2	1		3
Unidentified Accipiter	3	18		21
Unidentified Buteo	2			2
Unidentified Raptor	1	9	1	11
Total Hawks	75	148	58	281

