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The Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) is a widely distributed and successful 
predator, taking prey ranging through mice, snakes, squirrels, and rabbits to birds virtually as 
large as itself. Nonetheless, we were quite startled to observe one taking fish from the surface 
of a lake. 

At 0930 on 2 May 1979, William Brown and I were boating across Lake Wheeler near 
Raleigh, Wake County, N.C. The weather was fair with a southeasterly wind of about 5 
knots. A Red-tailed Hawk appeared over the lake gliding approximately 40 m above the 
surface. As we watched, the bird stooped suddenly and snatched an object from the lake. The 
hawk then turned and flew directly over our boat at not more than 20 m altitude. The prey 
item was clearly a fish. 

The actions of the hawk suggested that it was an experienced fisher. Its manner of flight 
indicated a posture of searching, and its capture technique was similar to that of a fishing 
eagle. Both feet were thrust downward and forward in synchrony, and, as far as we could 
determine, no part of the bird other than the talons was wetted. Dead and moribund Black 
Crappie (Pomoxis nigromaculata) and Bluegill (Lepomis macrochirus) are a fairly common 
sight at Lake Wheeler in midspring and seem to represent a largely unexploited food resource. 
At least one Red-tailed Hawk had learned to use this abundant and easily taken source of 
prey. 
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