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Article

Black Shouldered Kites, Episode 3.
by Hilary HOE

Category: Places

Introduction

Quarelling Juveniles.

After reading the excellent article on the BSKs in the previous articles, I was encouraged to
go hunt for them and do a mini photo project. To me, the BSK is a very beautiful raptor. The
bright red bloodshot eyes together with the gray and white coloration contrast against a blue
sky was an image that I had pictured in my mind and I set my goals to try to get that “dream
shot” as a personal achievement. What surprised me was how much I learned to appreciate
them for their behavior and their lifecycle as being one filled with much fun, excitement,
love, pain and sorrow.

It all began when Dennis organized a “get to know your kites” session. Having done the
previous article with fellow NPS members, he had a good overview of their behavior and
patterns as well as their hangouts. This was my first encounter with them in the wild and this
outing was a great and fruitful session. We were introduced to the methods and techniques
that were used in their project such as the use of hides and approach methods. 
We also learned to identify their call as well as where they usually perch.

So armed with this wealth of information and feeling better prepared, I set out on the quest
to have my own documentary.

In the following days that I observed them, I was able to witness behavioral patterns
consistent with the previous article as well as to observe some beautiful and not so beautiful
moments in the lifecycle of these magnificent raptors.

The Failed Nest

At one site, there was this nest that had been built presumably by a very young pair of BSK. The nest
was very open and not like any of the usual nests that were high up and under some canopy of leaves
for cover and protection. 
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The Open Nest.

This was great for photography as the nest was open and provided a clear view into the nest. Only had
to wait for the chicks to be large enough to stand and we would be able to get some really good shots
of the juveniles. 
Unfortunately at this site, when we arrived one morning after a downpour the night before, we saw the
female BSK leave the nest to perch high at the lookout tree. She was screaming out for about 10mins
before finally flying off. 

Wailing Adult.

We thought that she decided to stretch her wings and go look for something to eat.
5 minutes passed and we did not see her return. Nor did we see the male around.
Highly unusual we thought as the BSK usually do not leave the nest for such a period and leave the nest
unattended.
It was horrifying to see crows approaching the nest.. Like a bunch of gangsters, they raided the nest
carrying off a dead chick and eggshell with them.
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Crows raiding the Nest.

Later when we reflected upon whet we witnessed, we realized that the parent screaming at the lookout
perch was actually “crying” over the loss of the young.
We learnt that the parent birds still returned to the nest over the next week and sometimes sat inside
as if unable to comprehend the loss that they faced.
After month and a half, when I visited the nest again, the nest had already deteriorated and was no
longer there. What remained was just a solitary vertical branch.
The parents however were still perched around and hopefully they are wiser and will choose a better
site for their future nest.

The 3 Kids

At another nest site, we were presented with 3 very friendly and playful juveniles and had great fun
organizing and photographing them. These kids were just as inquisitive of us as we were about them.
Every time we arrived, they would do quick circles around us to check us out and then return to their
perch to await the delivery of breakfast by the mother.

The 3 Kids.

They would usually perch at a high vantage point and start preening and grooming themselves in the
morning light while also checking out the horizon for the parent’s return. Usually they perched together
and we could see them bobbing and cocking their necks to get better view of the horizon. 

Nature Photography
By Alan YEO
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The Favourite Perch.

Playful.

This was fun to observe as we learned that when one of them spotted something, he would watch
intently without a sound as if it were a parent. He would then be off instantly while the rest were still
preening. 
Once one of them flies off the others would follow after they realize what was going on.
That was our cue to look into the horizon to spot the returning parent.

We observed the parent usually returned with catch between 7am to 9am to feed the hungry mouths.
The juveniles would scream and try to meet the parents half way while on the way back to the eating
tree, screaming and chasing the parents wildly to get attention and food. 



11/2/08 6:53 AM::::-=> WELCOME TO ASIA NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY SITE <=-::::

Page 5 of 10http://www.naturephotosociety.org.sg/ASP/Article.asp?DBAPublishDate=5/11/2005

Mummy Feeding Time.

Lots of action unfolded when the parent brings in catch of rat or lizard and hands it off to the juvenile in
mid air while the others would try to snatch the prize off each other.
What a sight to see them return in full force, led by mother, then followed by the 3 kids and sometimes
together with the male BSK.
Their approach was usually fast and furious but as the juveniles had not really mastered the art of
speedy flight, their tail feathers were spread and the sunlight shining through them, making the feathers
appear to glow translucent white against the blue sky was just breathtaking.

Rear Attack.

The one with the prize would devour his breakfast while the others had to wait their turn for the parent
to return after another successful hunt.

While observing these juveniles, we took our time to let them get used to our presence. In the first few
days, we kept our distance.
We noticed that they were more interested in eating when they had some catch and took the
opportunity to move closer when they were devouring their prey. Usually, they would just stop and
glance at us and we would then make slow movements to avoid spooking them. 

We learned that they were very accommodating if we had some eye contact with them, moved slowly
and in the open in full view of them worked best.
Trying to hide and stalk them from cover of bush usually ended up in spooking them at some time as
they “suddenly” realize how close we really are.

After 2 weeks of visiting them every day, we slowly worked to cut our distance between them to within
12~15metres

Sometimes it was fun to be within such close proximity and when they were observing us, we would
make some cat calling noises and they would look hard in our direction to check if what made the sound
or more appropriately, if what made the sound could be eaten. I guess at some point in time, they must
have learned that we were not really suited to their taste buds.

Eating Breakfast

We noticed that the juveniles had some preferred branches where they devoured their breakfast. 
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Yummy.

Usually one would eat using the rip and tear technique while the others would be close by watching it.
Occasionally they would try to snatch and steal the prey from each other.
The one with the food; upon sensing that the others were watching would mantle or cover the food by
spreading its wings to cover it and keep it out of sight from the others.
One morning, we observed 2 juveniles hungrily watching the other eat. 

Envious Onlookers.

The one with the food was trying hard to keep the morsel to himself and tried to consume it quickly but
accidentally dropped it from the perch. All three of them then looked at the fallen morsel on the ground
from where they were and you could sense that they were all feeling foolish from the looks on their
faces.

Oops.....Dropped it

The Dead Tree

One of the most unforgettable and beautiful images is the one with a dead tree that had thin branches
that forked out skyward. This was perfect in the sense that there were 3 branches, one each for each of
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the juveniles. Perfect!! Except that it was really a challenge to get all three of them to pose in unison.
Almost impossible, as one fellow photographer likened the experience as being in a studio shoot
photographing portraits of 3 preschool kids together.

Dead Tree Perch

So having approached this close, a problem arose when we looked at our viewfinders. Sometimes the
images through the 500mm or 600mm lenses with the digital multiplication were too tight. A very good
problem to have except that when the action unfolded, we usually ended with no space for any
movement whatsoever and ended up with clipped wings and chopped heads. So I decided to
concentrate on 2 of the birds and “sacrifice” the other. I was rewarded with my favorite image of 2
juveniles in perfect morning light, blue background and catch-light glints in both their eyes.

Juveniles Sunbathing

The tree fell one night during a heavy storm and sadly put an end to our shooting of that scene. 

We continued observing these 3 juveniles until they began to learn to hunt. This was a real interesting
behavior in which they would perform many acrobatic dives and fly-pasts together, sometimes even
overhead (and lenses thus no successful shots). They would dive into the bush and come out a few
seconds later to perch. Sometimes we could witness aerial talon locks, which usually last only a split
second as they fall toward the ground. 
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Locking Talons

As days went by, we saw that they learned to catch lizards and rats for themselves and slowly, the 3
siblings began to part. 
We did also notice that there were 2 who seemed to have a stronger bond and kept together while the
3rd tended to keep further apart. 
We left the 3 young adults to carry on their lives and were very grateful that they had allowed us into a
small part of their world.

Pirate Bird

We went on to revisit another nesting location. This time, we were late and the 2 juveniles had already
begun to fledge.
When we arrived, we could see one of the juveniles already cleaning its beak on the tree bark. It had
already had its breakfast. We stayed around to observe the other juvenile, which was calling out while
perched on a high branch in the nest.

Juvenile with damaged eye

It was in the bright morning sun and we could see the light hit it from the right side. It was a beautiful
sight with these young BSK in the morning light. However when it turned to look over its shoulder, we
saw that the left face was “different”. It seemed to have a very yellow eye, which was very strange.
Not having binoculars with me, I took a shot with the camera.

The parent returned soon and the one that had eaten took off to go after its seconds for that morning.
The young interceptor met its parent about 40m out as the parent approached with prey in its talons.

Chasing Mummy

Surprise, the parent did not hand off the catch to the chasing juvenile. Instead, she did a quick and
decisive turn and went to roost on a further tree and mantled, keeping the prey out of sight if the
younger bird. The juvenile tried chasing but felt that it had ventured far enough, did a “U-Turn” and
headed back to the nesting tree.

After a few minutes, the parent flew in swiftly and directly toward the other juvenile that had not had
breakfast and delivered the catch right to the happy juvenile.

We were amazed at such parenting behavior and felt so god and enriched to have observed such an
event. Unfortunately when I looked at the image of the bright yellow eye, I realized that it was in fact a
bad and damaged eye socket. When I shared that image with my fellow photographers, we were
saddened to conclude that it may not survive if left to hunt alone with only one good eye remaining.
However nature must take its course and we hope the best for this young one.
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The experiences with the BSKs left me as awed by them as when I was first introduced to them. The
opportunity to be able to be close and to observe their daily routines in life, share their juvenile
childhood fun, sorrow of the failed nest and pain of a damaged eye leaves an unforgettable and lasting
impression within me. The similarities to our human lives are so real and filled with emotion that is truly
what the wonders of the natural world is all about.

Photographic Challenges

In photographing these BSK, there were many factors that affected the end images or captures. Here
are some of the most common issues (not comprehensive) that faced us when we were out in the field.

As with all photography, the quality of light is the biggest factor in obtaining good photographs. Given
our unpredictable weather, we have no choice but to make the most of every opportunity that we have. 
This meant visiting the site as often as possible, in our case every morning to make the most of it.
On some days we did not even mount our cameras, as the lighting was so poor.

Catchlight

In the pictures of the kites eating, another problem surfaced even when the light was good. They
usually ripped their prey while holding onto it with their claws and ripping with their beaks. While the
action was great, the most of the images went into the trash as the eyes could not be seen or were in
deep shadow and appeared lifeless.
We were lucky in being able to get some good eye catch-lights when they unexpectedly fed while
perched on another better-positioned branch.

Wanna Share my Catch??

Stunts

The greatest challenge and most fun part to me are to capture them doing their stunts in mid air. This
requires knowing your equipment really well as well as having quick reflexes and most importantly,
knowing the behavioral pattern on the subject.
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Aerial Combat

Making the Most

Making the most of the opportunity is also crucial as in the case of the perfect tree falling overnight.
Nature waits for no man and we should also not expect it to. 

Incoming

To get the best pictures is a combination of all the above. Of course a little luck helps too. But
eventually it is this communion with Mother Nature that enriches our lives and enjoyment as well as
appreciation of the simple, yet overwhelmingly beytiful experiences that Mother Nature is kind to give
us.
It has been a great season of kites and I would gladly do this again for the fun and joy it brings. 
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