Franklin Red-tails: Lessons Learned After 10 Years
and Counting
Carolyn Card Sutton
It’s Groundhog Day, 4:30 am and 8º F. I’m parked
across from the Franklin Institute, staring up at a pair
of big birds draped on one of the ornate Corinthian
capitals that sit atop the massive columns that define
the building’s classic limestone facade. The sun won’t
be up for another couple of hours, but I know who
they are. They’re the Red-tailed Hawks (Buteo jamaicensis) who call Philadelphia’s majestic Ben Franklin
Parkway home. I started watching this group of raptors more than 9 years ago and, inspired by Marie
Winn’s (1989) classic tale of urban hawks, “Red-tails
in Love.” I have reported regularly about their activities on the “Franklin Hawkaholics” Facebook page for
nearly as long.

There are “red-tails” everywhere these days. I never
really noticed them, though, until May 2009 when
my friend, Peg Smith, phoned to ask if I was watching the little white fluff balls at the Franklin Institute.
She told me that a pair of red-tails had made a nest
on a 3rd floor ledge, and cameras had been installed
to monitor the birds’ every move. Three eggs had
recently hatched, and I could tune in to the live stream
from the Franklin Institute’s nest camera. Archived
footage is available: http://www.ustream.tv/channel/
the-franklin-institute-haw-cam. Growing numbers
of people from around the world have been watching
and chatting about the Franklin red-tails online. I was
hooked, tuning in at all hours of the day and night,

Two young hawks in the nest. Photo by Christian Hunold.
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reading everyone’s comments, sharing the nest-cam
watchers’ angst at every plastic bag that “threatened to
smother” the babies.
I do not know how others came to the Institute’s
camera, or what pleasure or benefit they derived from
watching the action. However, many of the “camfans” were beginning birders and, while the camera
provided a crash course in basic hawk behavior, we
wanted to learn more. Fortunately, there were some
experts in the group who could field some of our
most technical inquiries. Raptor biologists explained
the processes of egg fertilization and shell formation,
and falconers taught us some new vocabulary (formel,
tiercel, haggard, stoop). We were introduced to more
established nest-cams (e.g., “Decorah Eagles” in Winneshiek County, IA) and schooled in State and Federal
Wildlife regulations. We discussed some pretty controversial subjects in the online forum and argued our
points of view.
As fluff gave way to feathers, the eyasses (nestling
raptors) grew quickly and soon began to leap-frog
one another, actually getting enough lift to glide to
the windowsill. The online observers began to worry.
Where would they go when they fledged? How would
we know what was happening? What if they got into
trouble? I too wanted to know about their activities
beyond camera range. Recently retired, I had plenty of
free time and found myself heading for the parkway
before sunrise every morning. I needed to know that
the hawks were okay, and also felt a sense of responsibility to keep my fellow hawk-watchers in the loop.
Although I did not carry a camera and confess to being
somewhat technology-challenged, I thought it was
important to post daily hawk updates on Facebook.
Thankfully, my new tech-savvy friends Kay Meng and
Della Micah shared my interest, and our field observations began in earnest.
The value of on-site observation hit home on June
6, 2009, the day before Philadelphia’s International Pro
Bike Race. The nest-cam watchers were panicking. The
parkway was to be filled with thousands of onlookers.
Hundreds of bikers would zoom around Logan Circle
13 times during the race. We arrived extra early, as one
of the young hawks had left the nest the day before.
This young hawk was nicknamed “Portico” because its
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initial landing was atop the Greek Revival entrance to
the Fels Planetarium. Another youngster walked down
the street towards us. She was big, and we figured this
must be the nestling with the most voracious appetite
and dubbed her “Miss Piggy.”
We know: hawks are wild creatures, and we should
refrain from anthropomorphizing them with names;
or so we were advised by some of the regulars in the
online chat-group. But, to be honest, the silly names
we have given the various youngsters over the years
have been immensely helpful in keeping track of their
wanderings, engaging the public, and attracting more
members to our community.

To Intervene or Not?
Miss Piggy seemed stressed, maybe frightened. She
could not fly very well, kept trying to climb up tree
trunks, got only enough lift to get onto a low retaining
wall. Those of us on site (the numbers grew throughout the morning) kept watch and ran interference
for the grounded fledgling. Curious passersby were
gathering closely all around her, and then she made
a short flight that ended abruptly when she flopped
onto a granite plinth between the legs of the Francisco
de Miranda sculpture, a few feet away from the Ben
Franklin Parkway and its eight lanes of busy traffic. It
was, in the words of Della Micah: “a really dangerous
place for a young hawk with poor flying ability.”
The question arose: “Is it appropriate to intervene,
or should we let Nature take its course?” It was a question we would ask many more times in the coming
years. Wildlife in cities encounter dangers beyond
those found in less developed habitats. The greatest
threats to urban fledglings are man-made — teeming
traffic and treeless hardscaping, anticoagulant rodenticides, towering walls of glass, and feral cats. Miss
Piggy would not be in such a precarious spot had she
crashed in the woods. Onlookers decided to call a fully
licensed wildlife rehabber, Rick Schubert, to the scene.
He was hesitant to attempt a net rescue, fearing that if
he missed, the frightened fledgling might panic and
fly right into traffic. Then, quite suddenly, Miss Piggy
headed back to the Institute where, unable to achieve
any lift, she crashed again, trapping her head, a wing,
and a leg in the railing of an ADA-compliant wheelchair ramp.
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T2 in flight. Photo by Christian Hunold.

The very first entry in Della Micah’s blog described
what happened next: “Rick SPRINTED across Winter
Street, oblivious to the traffic, and launched himself
at the fledgling hawk - almost like a football tackle
- and grabbed her before she could escape. He extricated her carefully and then cradled her against his
body. She was completely calm, no flapping or struggling whatsoever. He examined her and noted that
her flight feathers had not sufficiently developed to
fly strongly, so she never would have made it into the
trees on her own.”
Miss Piggy spent a couple of days in rehab, until
her flight feathers were fully emerged. Then, she was
returned to the nest in tip-top shape, ready for a
“do-over” and, as it turned out, a better outcome. In
2011, a similar scenario would capture our attention
— another flight taken too early, another crash-landing. But this time, when the fledgling was returned to
the nest, she failed to thrive, backing up against the
glass and eschewing food. Another trip to rehab for
more extensive examination revealed a fractured foot.
“Squishy” remained in rehab all summer. Her fracture
eventually healed, she was taught to fly and hunt by

her caregivers and was released on state parklands in
the fall.
In 2012, we faced another dilemma of whether or
not to intervene. Just days after the eggs hatched, Dad
went missing. Mom had to hunt for four but could not
leave the naked hatchlings uncovered for very long.
The nest-cam chatters were hysterical, and the Franklin Institute execs had to make some heavy decisions.
Should they let nature take its course? Leave the camera on? Turn it off? Try to supplement Mom’s hunting with some “food drops” from inside? However, as
Nature would have it, Mom solved the problem on her
own. Within a week of Dad’s disappearance, she found
a new mate. We watched, awe-struck, as Mom led him
to the nest for the first time, and he soon began to
bring breakfast to his adopted nestlings. We called him
T2, short for “tiercel” 2.

Location Location Location
The hawks were so much fun to watch during the
ledge-nest years. To be honest, though, we didn’t really
understand much about their territory. I remember
leaning against lampposts on Eakins Oval until Octo-
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ber, wondering where the juveniles went, and why the
adults looked so mangy. During the non-breeding season, Mom and her mates seemed to disappear. I found
myself longing for a glimpse of red. Facebook posts
disappointingly read, “No hawks today.”
A timely tip from Joe DeBold, a photographer who
often drove in from New Jersey, was a turning point
in our human routine. He had spotted Mom, or so
he thought, perched on a streetlight near an expressway exit. With this information, we finally came to
understand that Broad St. was more or less the eastern
boundary of the Franklin Hawks’ territory. We later
identified the Vine Street ramps at 15th St. to be the
hawks’ favorite hunting grounds in the dead of winter.
The area is positively teeming with rodents and there
is a great ledge on which to roost at 1600 Callowhill
St., the first building to catch the sun’s rays at that time
of year. Two years later, while trying to follow T2’s
search for a new nest site, we were able to pinpoint the
western perimeter of Mom’s territory near the corner

of 34th and Market Streets. Five years of observations
have convinced us that the approximate north/south
territory boundaries are Spring Garden Street and JFK
Boulevard.
What makes this territory attractive to these redtails? What do they eat? Where do they roost, perch,
and hunt? Which way will the fledglings head when
they move away from the nest? We have seen the
hawks eat just about everything: insects, slugs, snakes,
Canada Goose fledglings (Branta canadensis) and
even escaped pet iguanas and pizza! In addition to a
plentiful and varied food supply, Philadelphia’s vast
collection of multi-ledged buildings also appears to
be attractive to red-tails. William Penn’s rectangular
street grid creates great “view corridors” from highrise rooftops, where the hawks have direct sightlines
from the edges of their territory to the nest. How many
times have I wanted to see what the hawks were seeing? I feel certain that, except while intent on hunting,
the parents are almost always in visual contact with

T2 and Mom at the Franklin Institute nest. Photo by Christian Hunold.
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T4 in winter. Photo by Christian Hunold.

each other and the nest. Nearer to the nest, mid-rise
condos and public buildings provide ideal platforms
from which to hunt.
It has also become clear that Philadelphia, and
I assume most urban centers, are works in progress.
The hawks’ habitat is constantly in flux. Open fields
become construction sites; familiar trees are cut down;
new glass and steel high-rises replace the decorative
masonry facades of older architecture. The built environment expands, filling in open space and cutting
off sightlines. The red-tails we have been observing,
both adults and juveniles, seem to cope readily with
the changes.
When we began to follow the fledglings, the site
directly across the parkway, where the fortress-like
Youth Study Center once stood, was a meadow as
wide as a city block. The grassy expanse was bordered
by hedgerows of hemlock, where the young hawks
learned to hunt. On one side of the street was a dead
London plane tree, known to our group as the “picnic
tree,” where the fledglings often used to be at sunrise,
waiting for a food drop. Across the street were great

bouncy evergreens, the “trampoline trees,” bracketing the stairway to the Philadelphia Free Library. It
was not uncommon to find all five members of the
family frolicking there. We later learned that the basement-level courtyards at either end of the library were
loaded with rodents, pigeons and little brown birds,
and low branching trees were the perfect perch from
which to target the unsuspecting prey.
By the spring of 2010, the meadow had become
a construction site with sky high cranes and multiple excavations. I was there before sunrise on most
mornings, rain or shine, wondering where the hawks
roosted at night. Now the fledglings’ calls came from
high atop the cranes. Piles of earth and scattered construction debris revealed the killing fields of choice.
Breakfast was served atop the memorial monuments
at the entrance to the parkway. The Barnes Foundation Museum, with its lush landscaping and inviting water features, opened in 2012, and construction
activity shifted to the infrastructure surrounding
Logan Circle. Morning hunts followed the bulldozers
and backhoes.
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T4 clinging to bird deterrent mesh at the Franklin Institute. Photo by Christian Hunold.

As the Nest Turns
By 2013, our small group of Kay, Della and I had
been joined by many fine photographers who helped
us keep close tabs on Mom and T2 during their first
winter together. A few of us continued to arrive before
dawn, and it was not uncommon to find both adults
perching (roosting?) on the huge letters that spelled
out DREXEL UNIVERSITY SCHOOL of MEDICINE
about 5 blocks east of the Franklin Institute. Later in
the day, they went into the twigging routine we had
seen in the past. However, instead of working on the
existing nest, they were piling up sticks on top of one
of the arched windows in the weathered copper dome
of the Cathedral Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul. They
were also working on another ledge, on the glass-clad
GSK building directly above I-676. What, we wondered, would keep the eggs from rolling off the ledge?
If the nestlings somehow survived, would they fledge
only to land smack dab in the middle of rush-hour
expressway traffic?

64

The old nest lay dormant. We had given up hope
of a 5th year of camera coverage. However, on March
14, 2013, Micah wrote in her blog: “There was nothing to indicate that Mom and T2 would ever again
have any interest in the Franklin Institute…Carolyn
and I headed to our cars, ready to call it quits, when
to our surprise, we saw them close together in a tree
in front of the cathedral. Suddenly, they took off, and
instead of flying off in different directions, they soared
in circles, rising higher and higher. The circles started
to get smaller as they closed in on each other, and then
it seemed almost as if they collided; for the briefest
moment, they locked talons. Then they flew swiftly
on the most direct path possible straight towards the
Franklin Institute, wheeling around the corner of the
building towards the nest. We stood speechless in
amazement, and then ran as fast as we could towards
the Franklin Institute, cutting through the traffic of
Logan Circle, and crossing six lanes of the Ben Franklin Parkway. Fortunately, it was Sunday morning and
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the traffic was light, or you would not be reading a new
blog entry!”

prepared as study skins for scientific and educational
study. Four of the Franklin Hawks are now in repose as
specimens in ANSP bird collection.

The Grass is Sometimes Greener
As much as everyone loved the Franklin Institute’s
nest cam, it is pretty clear now that the Franklin fledglings have had an easier (and safer) introduction to
City life since 2015, when their parents moved the nest
to Eakins Oval, closer to the Philadelphia Museum of
Art. At the Franklin, the nest-site ledge was little more
than a short flat run of limestone. Imagine flying off
into the unknown for the first time and crashing into a
curtain of netting hung over building recesses to keep
pigeons from roosting. Or perhaps your first attempt
to land in a tree fails, and instead you land on the hood
of a car below. These scenarios were not uncommon
for the Franklin nesters. By contrast, in their Eakins
Oval nest, the young hawks have a chance to explore
the environment they will inhabit before launching
themselves into space. They hop from limb to limb,
moving progressively higher, testing smaller branches,
even taking short flights into the windy treetops.
Ever since 2015, when the nest site was moved to the
mature oak and London plane trees that define Eakins
Oval, only one of 10 fledglings has taken wing prematurely. In 2018, the youngsters were extremely adept
fliers before they ventured beyond the nest site area.
At least 7 of our Franklin family are known to have
perished over the years, but thanks to a great network
of concerned birdwatchers, we often know how and
where they were killed. The remains of the birds were
retrieved and donated to the Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University (ANSP), where they were

Unfortunately, once the juveniles leave their natal
area each fall, we do not know if or where they will
survive their first winter, or what the future holds in
store for them. Five of the Franklin fledglings have
wound up in rehab, where they might have been
banded. I think that is what has kept me going for ten
years, wanting to know how the hawks are making out
in the big city. My friends and I have been witness to
the red-tails’ successful adjustments to urban life. We
have become more adept at tracking the juveniles as
they move farther from the nest site. Last year we were
able to stay with “Tilly” and “Ash” as they flew north
and west into areas on both sides of the Schuylkill
River, well beyond their parents’ territory. We watched
Ash explore sculpture gardens on Kelly Drive before
heading across the river to the fish ladders on Martin
Luther King Drive. The last time we saw him, he was
stalking that escaped pet green iguana in Mantua, a
neighborhood in West Philadelphia.
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