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MIGRATION TRAPPING OF HAWKS(AND OWI.S) 
AT CAPE MAY, N.J.- FIFTH YEAR 
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This article reports the results of the 1971 autumn raptor ban­
ding project at Cape May Point, New Jersey. The results of the first 
four years' banding are reported in previous volumes of this journal 
(see Clark, 1-4). Except for three days in November, the station was 
operated from September 4 unti] November 14. 

Throughout I shall use the more esthetic names of Kestrel for 
Sparrow Hawk and Merlin for Pigeon Hawk. 

The Trapping Station 

For description of the station locat1on, trappinr, equipment and 
methods employed at this station to catch migratory hawks, see Clark 
2, 3· 

Analysis of failures and shortcomings of past season's opera­
tions dictated certain modifications to the station arrangement. 
Those implemented this year included use of a lighter and smaller mesh 
mist net, more extensive use of Dho-Gazas, and rearrangement of the 
placement of the bow nets. Also a larger blind was constructed and 
placed in a location which afforded a better view of the hawk flight. 

These modifications proved to be very successful as many more 
hawks were caught this year, (See Table 1 and discussion below.) How­
ever, the most significant ch~ge this year was the addition of a 
second station about 150 yards south of the other station in a salt 
marsh. It consisted of a blind, 3 bow nets, 2 30-foot mist nets, and 
from 1 to 3 Dho-Gazas. The main station is now called the North Sta­
tion and the new one, the South Station. 

Trapping Results 

Table l reports the daily catch at both stations, In addition, 
it gives the daily average wind direction and velocity, and the stations' 
operators and the hours they were manned. 

These results are a step-jump over past results. This season the 
north station caught almost three times our previous high of 271 hawks 
and owls. However, we caught fewer Peregrines and Cooper's Hawks than 
the previous year. There were more Peregrines seen this year and we re­
corded more passes, but a combination of the lighter net which broke 
through and lack of aggressiveness yielded a lower catch. Most of these 
birds passing over were not hunting, as this activity is pursued along 
~he beaches. Fewer Cooper's Hawks were recorded this season and we had 
a high rate of misses for this species, which is difficult to catch. 
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Prior to this season , we had banded onl y a token number of Red­
tailed Hawks; tmtil November 8 it appeared that t his year was no dif­
ferent . But a most spectacular Red-tail flight foll owed a cold front 
which went through November 7. We caue:ht 29 and could have had more, 
if we had hee.n prepared for this flight . It wasn't until noon that we 
altered the style of luring , took down the mist nets (which spooked 
t hese hawks) , and repositioned Dho-Gazas in order to bring in and 
catch them more effectively . On the few good flight days until we 
closed the station , we added good numhers to our Red-tail trapping 
total. 

Early in the season we caught our first foreign recoveries. Greg 
Ivins caught a female Kestrel handed in June 1971 by Bob Hilson as a 
nestling in northern New Jersey, I caught an immature inale Kestrel and 
misread the band number, hence no data, 

Table 2 gives the number of hawks and owls caught by species and 
trap type . The lighter m1.st net was much more effective than the one 
used previously. The incoming hawks did not see it as well (hence didn't 
flare up and over it) and the fraction escaping dropped .from 1/ 2 in 1970 
to 1/ 5 in 1971. The small bow nets were especially effective for Kes­
trels. The Dho-Gaza total does not truly reflect its percentage contri­
bution as there were few set up early in the season and it was late 
in the season before we had successfully mastered t he setting of the 
triggers, so that even the littlest hawks would be captured. 

The total number of hawks seen daily from both stations is re­
ported in Table J. A syste~ was devised to i nsure that t here was no 
duplication in countinf, between the stations . It wasn ' t foolproof hut 
I believe that w undercounted the hawks whjch passed by. It was dif­
ficult enough just to lure and catch the flying hawks when the only 
visibi l ity was through a slit in the hling , much less identify and 
count every hird of prey in the sky. Hawks co.uld mill arouni!P Cape May 
Point and hence fly over the stations more than once; hut except for 
the hir,h kettles of Duteos and sometimes a few Kestrels, my five years 
experi ence there leads me to helieve this doesn ' t happen, 

To tills cauaht for each station are sltown in Table 4 by species. 
It is interesting that the average catch per day i s aJmost identical, 
even though t he make-up of the flight over each station, station lay­
out, and daily results varied quite markedly between them. 

Table 5 gives a breakdown of the five species of hawks we are 
able to sex by age and sex . We catch more female s of the small hawks 
and more males of the larger ones. I have no explanation for this ' 
now, but will he watching future results for a continuation and pos­
sibly an expJanation of this phenomena. 

J\1 t hough we had a most succe sful year, we still have not reached 
our potential, as there were many excellent flight days when only one 
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station was manned or when no assistants were available, 

Interesting Experiences 

Operating a raptor trapping station requires concentration and 
patience and is often boring. But it can also be very exciting and fun. 
Unusual occurences are part of the fun, and some of this season's more 
interesting events are described below. 

Occasionally a hawk will stoop in at the lu.re bird and just be­
fore binding to it will break off and land on the ground near it . We 
had a Broad-wing land near the pigeon this year and eye it. Our pro­
cedure in this case is to work the Rouse Sparrow lures knowing that 
the pigeQn is probably too large for this bird. This hawk decided it 
wanted the sparrow that was on the opposite side of the mist net so 
it started walking toward it, But its beak got hooked in the net': It 
was quite comical watabing the hawk shake its head trying to free its 
beak but we couldn't laugh as this would frighten the bird away, We 
hoped that when i t freed i ts beak it would come to the sparrow, But 
when it did, it leisurely flew away as it had had enough of us and 
our setup. 

The procedure followed when a hawk captures the lure bird is 
to immediately set off the bow net by pulling the trigger, However, 
we operate three bows from the bling and occasionally (2 times this 
year) we get so excited we pull the wrong trigger, It's very embar­
rassing but we dutifully report it. 

Because the hawks at the s tation can come in from any direc­
tion, we often do not see a hawk until it is at the station. Once 
while luring a Merlin with one of the s.parrows, I caught the moti~n 
of a Red-tail just over t he pigeon, probably after a long stoop. He 
was travelling very fast and did not slow down, but ran into and 
through the mist net, landing on the ground near one of our sparrows 
(and leaving a very large hole in the net) • Hy assj_stant, Pete Davis, 
reacted automatically and brought the sparrow to the center of the 
bow. The Red-tail jumped on, Pete set off the trigger and we had our 
first Red-tail on a small bow net, 

On our big Red-tail day, November 8, Joe Harmer had one of these 
hawks capture the pigeon outside the bow. Most of the time one can 
drag the hawk into the center of the bow and catch it, but this hawk 
let go of the pigeon just outside and stood looking at it. Then ano­
ther Red-tail landed next to the p~geon but didn't grab it. The first 
hawk then jumped into the bow on the other side of the lure bird, The . 
hawks glared at each other and when Joe recovered from the surprise of 
these actions he set off his trigger and caught both hawks at once, 
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Future Plans 

For next year, operation of both stations is planned from Labor 
Day weekend through Thanksgiving. J\n alternate north station w:tll be 
set up facing the west. (PrE~ sent setup faces east ) , This will be used 
on North-east win~ days when the majority of the Hawk flight is from 
the west. New and better equiP!I\ent to be used includes better mist 
nets , more Dho-Ghazas, more Verbail pole traps, and faster bow nets. 
vie will also set up many mist nets at night' for owls, 

The operators of the stations this season, in alphabetical order 
were 1 Chris Curts, Joe Harmer, Larry Hood, Greg Inns; Jerry 1-fersereau, 
Lance Morrow and Brian Sharp. The assistance of the following was 
greatly appreciated by the banders& Pat Carter, Joe Carter, Sammy 
Chevalier, Pete Davis, and Gordon IviJ1s. There were many visitors at 
the station this season and a few demonstrations were given for birding 
groups ~ 

Anyone desiring to assist or visit the station should contact the 
author or any of the operators. Unplanned visits are not appreciated at 
the station due to the nature of the operation, but are most welcome 
when arranged beforehand. It is possible to arrange demonstrations for 
groups. 

The continued success of this operation is due to the cooperation 
and assistance of many people, the banders and the assistants especial­
ly. But thank~ must also be extended to Dr. ~nest Choate.for his assis­
tance in many details and unfailing heJ.p on many problems. Hr. David 
Rutherford also deserves a thank you for al,low:tng us to use his proper­
ty for this operation. 

The accqmpanying photographs were taken at the station during 
this season's operation. 
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Five Marlins 

(photo by author) 
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!:!!!! Kestrel 

(photo by author) 
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SPECIES 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Cooper' s Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Marsh Hawk 
Peregrine 
Merlin 
Kestrel 
TOTAL 

AVG. Direction 
WIND Velocity 

STATION North 
HOURS South 

BANDER North 
South 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Cooper's Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
R~d-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Marsh Hawk 
Peregrine 
Merlin 
Kestrel 
TOTAL 

AVG. Direction 
WIND Velocity 

STATION North 
HOURS South 

BANDER North 
South 
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SEPTEMBER 
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OPERATOR KEY1 ~ - Clark 
CU - Curts 
HI\ - Harmer 
HO - Hood 

I - Ivins 
ME - Mersereau 
MO - Morrow 

S - Sharp 

... 
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OCTOBER 
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TABlE I. 
DAILY TRAPPING 
~SUI,TS 

*Additionally, 4 Barn Owls were caught on Verbail Traps left overnight 
at the station; eight Kestrels and 1 Broad-winged Hawk were caught in 
the local area on Bal-Chatri Traps, giving an overall total of 1165 
hawks and owls caught, 



TABLE 2. TRllPPING RESULTS BY TYPE OF TRAP AND SPECIES 
!ist Small Large Bal-

Net Bows Bows Dho- Gaza Verbail Chatri Total 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 2Il 71 74 """J.5b 
Cooper' s Hawk 5 2 1 1 9 
Red-tailed Hawk 3 2 48 4 57 
Red-shouldered Hawk 1 2 3 
Broad-winged Hawk 1 1 2 1 5 
Harsh Hawk 2 2 1 5 
Peregrine Falcon 1 1 

Merlin 47 1.0 21 78 
Kestrel 280 2611 74 2 16 638 

Barn Owl 4 4 

Total 550 ~ 52 177 7 Ib ""TI5b 

TABLE 3. DAILY SUH!-!1\RY OF JILL H1\WKS SEEN (Continued page 129, Ed. ) 
SEP'I'EMIER 
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 lJ 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

1 Turkey Vulture 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Cooper' s Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Golden Eagle 
Bald Eagle 
Marsh Hawk 
Osprey 
Peregrine Falcon 
Merlin 
Kes trel 9 
TOTAL 9 
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Turkey Vulture 
Sharp-shinned F.awk 
Cooper's Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Golden Eagle 
Bald Eagle 
Marsh Hawk 
Osprey 
Peregrine Falcon 
Her lin 
Kestrel 
TOTAL 

Turkey Vulture 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Cooper's Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Golden Eagle 
Bald Eagle 
Marsh Hawk 
Osprey 
Peregrine Falcon 
Merlin 
Kestrel 
TOTAl, 
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TABLE 3 (Continued) 

Turkey Vulture 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Cooper' s Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Red-Shouldered Hawk 
Broad-winged Hawk 
Rough-legged Hawk 
Golden Eagle. 
Bald Eagle 
Marsh Hawk 
Osprey 
Peregrine Falcon 
Merlin 
Kestrel 
TOTAL 
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