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Article

Singapore's Fabulous Kites, Part 1
by V. Quek, G. Guy, D. Ho

Category: Bird

Introduction

It all started out with Vincent. In late December 2003, Vincent had been out looking for the
somewhat hard to find Black Shouldered Kite. 
After numerous recces of various locations, Vincent finally found a pair of adults in Location 1
and it's nest.

Perching Kite at Location 1. This location proved difficult as the
kites were perched high up in the bare tree.

Vincent, Graeme and I began to spend some time observing these magnificent birds. It was
Graeme that suggested that we collaborate to write an article on the life cycle of the Black
Shouldered Kites (BSK).

Location 1 had ideal morning light on both the perching locations as well as on the nest. However, the
distance from the shooting position proved somewhat less than ideal. A suitable combination of factors
was needed in order for the photographs to be meaningful. Hence, the search for more ideally located
nests.
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Nest at Location 1. This was the first nest located by Vincent.

After seeing how Nest 1 was situated, we began to learn something about our kite. It likes tall Albizia
tress usually those with a commanding view all round. Its favorite perches are within 100-200m of the
nest. That gave us a few good hints as to how to find their nests.
In the course of 2 weeks, 2 more nest were found (Nest #2 and #3). However, these 2 nests were not
ideal for observation and photography

Finding the ideal nest, Nest #4

Chinese New Year’s eve, I decided to go do another recce with my son (he brings me luck). We decided
to recce another area within 1km of Nest 3 vicinity. It was near sunset. We had already started making
our way back when I spotted a perching adult about 300m out. He flew to a single tall Albizia tree right
in the middle of the wide open area. Upon closer observation, I could make out the outline of a nest
against the blue sky. We called this Nest #4.

This nest proved to be the most suitable to photograph. The sunlight on this nest allowed shooting both
in the morning and evening light. The albizia’s canopy was much thinner in the south east and south
west sides of the nest. This is ideal as the sun comes in from the same directions at this time of the
year. The general area around the nesting tree was also quiet with a few people walking past
occasionally. Vegetation around the nesting tree was sparse and allowed us to easily move around the
nesting tree to within 30-40m. Within 50 m of the nest tree were other perches. We named these
perches the Rat Tree, the Low Perch ,the High Perch, and the Shagging Tree. These perches had lots of
relatively low (10-15m ) bare branches which made it easier for the kites to be photographed.

View of Nest #4. The tall tree on the right holds the nest. The bare branches to the left is the High
Perch.

Initial Observations at Nest #4

When Nest 4 was found, we noticed that an adult was seen in the nest at all times. This led us to
suspect that the adult was probably hatching eggs. As the eggs take about 30 days to hatch, we knew
we had a rare opportunity to observe and photograph the life cycle of the BSK. So we planned to spend
the next few weekends observing. No cameras were brought in at this time

Jan 31st 2004. (2 weeks after finding the nest)

A casual recce of the nest proved to be a exciting experience. I had just gotten my Swarovski scope to
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enable closer observation of the nest and the kites. It was a lovely evening with warm golden light
painting the area at around 5pm. Chee Wai was with me and we decided to just take a seat on The LOT
(a open patch of ground in front of the nesting tree). Shortly, an adult flew by and perched on the High
Perch. As he turned his head into the sun, his eyes glowed a bright red glow, an intense contrast to its
soft white plumage. Using the scope, we observed closely for activity in the nest. Lo and behold, 3 little
heads with beady eyes could be seen shuffling around the nest.

The chicks inspecting the area around them. This happened after the chicks had completed a feed
and the adult was off on another hunt. Notice the brownish coloration on the front of their chest
and neck area .

We did not know exactly when the chicks hatched, but we knew they had to be about 1-2 weeks old at
least. That meant the adults had to feed the chicks at regular intervals. This was the window of shooting
opportunity we were waiting for.

Feb 1st 2004, the first shooting day at Nest #4

The next day morning, Vincent, Graeme and I met at 6.30am at the carpark before we took the 15
minute walk to the nest. We were greeted with a wonderful dawn colors as we took the nice stroll to
the nest. The air was clean and fresh, the cool breeze a refreshing change from the usual hot humid air.

Dawn over the nesting area. One of the few rare places left in Singapore where one can truly
immerse and be one with nature.

Carrying almost everything except the kitchen sink, we hauled the heavy gear to our location as quickly
as we could to set up the hide and be ready before the sun rose. Our gear included a hide,
groundsheets and a fourth tripod for the Swarovski scope.

By the time we reached our location, I was almost drenched in my own perspiration from hauling the
heavy gear and walking briskly. We began to set up with first assembling the hide, this took us about
10mins. Next came the camera and lenses. Flash was not used as the distances to the subject made the
flash quite useless. By 7.15am, just before the sun broke the horizon, we were all set up. Now all we
had to do was wait for the action to begin.

This hauling of gear in, shooting, hauling gear out repeated itself over the next 3 weekends.
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Shooting Position #1. We came in early to set this up just before the sun came up. We then sat
and waited for the action to happen. The hide is made of PVC pipes shrouded with groundsheets
and Camo Cloth.

Shooting Tactics Learned and Developed

In order to accumulate the necessary number and variety of shots, the 3 of us (Vincent, Graeme and I)
decided to divide and conquer. Here are some of the things we did:

1. We came to shoot whenever we could, either in two’s or three’s or solo. This way we could make our
observations at different times of the day and as well as different days.

2. When all 3 of us were shooting, we located at 3 separate locations. No point all of us shoot from the
same locations and ending up with the same pictures. This also allowed us to also warn each other as
the kite approaches each of our shooting locations. This also enabled us as a team to get a variety of
shots of the kites behavior at various locations, hence increasing the chance of getting a larger pool of
shots.

3. Move slowly and quietly, even squatting if you have too. These kites only allow you within a certain
range before they fly of. Crouching low and moving slow allows you a higher percentage of luck that it
would allow you closer. Notice I said LUCK.

4. Whenever we approached the nesting tree, we always approached in full view. This allowed the adults
to know we were in the vicinity and not have them be surprised at our sudden appearance.

5. In the early days of the chicks(the first 3 weeks), we shot from the hide so as to minimise any
distress on the family. As after the 3rd week or so, the adult kites did not seem to be bothered as we
walked around in the open slowly. They continued about their business feeding the chicks. From then
on, the hide was not used anymore.

End of Part 1, to be continued..................Part 2 on its way......the story of the chicks till they
fledge
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