      


                      Hunter and Hunted
Every day in the wild high drama unfolds as hawks seek out their prey and set chase to capture and kill the victim. This scenario is critical to the survival of both the hunter and the hunted - the hunter to eat and the hunted to escape to live another day. Each bird of prey has a select list of prey that it depends on for survival. The Red-tailed Hawk concentrates on small mammals, while the accipiter hawks feed almost exclusively on birds. Osprey and Bald Eagles hunt over water for fish. The more varied the hunter’s diet, the better chance he has for survival.

In nature the hunter kills only to eat. The hunter seeks out sick and wounded prey to increase his chance of success in the hunt. This process allows nature to continually remove the genetically inferior prey as well as the sick and wounded victims. The process, proposed by Charles Darwin, is referred to as the “survival of the fittest.” As nature develops skills in the hunted to escape, so does nature refine the skills of the hunters to be more successful. 

Humans who are not hunters tend to pull for the intended prey to escape death, particularly so when the victim is a pretty songbird or a cute bunny rabbit. Most birders over time come to understand the process and do not take sides. Part of this conditioning of the birders mind is that in a balanced ecosystem – everything eats. If you like to see graceful flying hawks, you have to accept that some pretty songbirds will become part of the food chain.
In the saga of the hunter hawk and the hunted songbird, I will introduce you to the primary hunters – the accipiter hawks, Cooper’s and Sharp-shinned hawks, and the Goshawk; the latter lives far north of the Hill Country. Of our two accipiter species, the winter resident Sharp-shinned Hawk is smaller than the permanent resident Cooper’s Hawk. These hawks are designed for operating in the forest and feature wide wings and long tails. The long tails are great rudders to steer the birds through tight spaces in the tree canopy.

Recently I received a “You-Tube” video produced by the British Broadcasting Company that features the Goshawk, a native of Europe and northern North America. The hawk was trained to pursue a lure, likely shaped like a bird. The film producer placed a barrier with a hole slightly larger than the hawk between the hawk and lure. Motion photography showed the hawk passing through the hole as a blur. The hole-shape was changed to simulate the hawk flying through small openings among tree limbs.
The slow motioned photography was astounding as the hawk contorted his body to slip through the different hole-sizes and hole-shapes. The exercise culminated with the hawk passing through a clear plastic tube simulating narrow “tunnels” in the canopy. The whole video was amazing, but the fact that the hawk launched itself off the end of the tube to increase his speed toward the prey was incredible. The video also revealed that the hawk used its long tail as a third wing during the flight maneuverability. Keep in mind that this flight drill is at full speed, and only a blurred image in the viewer’s eye.
Last week I walking on my place and heard a commotion in the nearby cedar brush. Right in front of me was a Sharp-shinned Hawk in hot pursuit of a small bird through the maze of cedar branches. Both the birds exited and entered the cedar tree twice before the intended victim flew out of the tree without its pursuer. The winner was a Carolina Chickadee, one of our smallest songbirds.
My conclusion was that my presence likely save the chickadee’s life, as the hawk likely noticed my presence and called off the chase. I was surprised that the hawk would even bother chasing what I would perceive to be a live bird “hors-de-oeuvres.” I have noted that when a sharpie or Cooper’s hawk enters my feeding area and scatters my diners, the first bird back to indicate the “all clear” signal is the Carolina Chickadee. My conclusion was that the tiny bird realized he was not worth the hawk’s time to consider as a meal; I have re-evaluated my thinking.
I feel very fortunate to have seen both the video and live action to realize what was happening in that cedar tree. Even if this scenario is a common daily occurrence, it is one seldom witnessed. Seeing and understanding the survival drama of the hunter and hunted playing our before our very eyes, is an awesome experience.

