By Jennifer Brugman

Academy Spirit staff

After trying for months to have a baby of their own, they finally gave up and decided to adopt.  

The Academy mews rescued a prairie falcon three weeks ago from a nest in South Park.  The 2-month old, named Maximus or Max for short, is the new mascot for the Class of 2004.  He came here after the cadet falconers tried unsuccessfully to hatch several eggs laid earlier this summer.

Like any new cadet, Maximus must be introduced to the military way of life.  He spends the next few months training for his debut at the first football game.  Max’s first weeks here were devoid of human contact.  Spending too much time around people before his adult feathers grew in would make the bird think he was human and made him more difficult to train, according to falconer Cadet 1st Class Malcolm Schongalla.

After his feathers grew in, he began his training.  

“[New birds] spend a lot of time sitting on the fist trying to get them used to being around humans,” Schongalla said.  “Then [trainers] sit them on a perch and have them fly to the fist to get food.” 

The final step for Max is flying on a creance (a type of leash with a weight on the end, so he can’t fly too far).  

This training lasts for months until the youngster is ready go out on his own.   

Maximus is one lucky bird according to Maj. Tim Woodruff, officer-in-charge of the falcon mews. 

“Most die before they’re a year old,” Woodruff said.  “He probably wouldn’t have survived.”  

Maximus was the only boy in a nest, or clutch, of four.  

Female prairie falcons are larger than males so Max was at a disadvantage when competing for food.  His odds of surviving to maturity were less than 25 percent, said Zimmerman.   

“We’re purely playing the odds there,” he said.  

The odds allow the Academy to take birds like Maximus out of the wild.  With approval from the Department of Fish and Wildlife up to two birds can be taken out of a nest of four.  

“In falconry, this is how they traditionally get falcons,” Woodruff said.  “We’re looking for male performers.  They are smaller birds and are less likely to have problems running into cadets when training. They’re easier to train, [and] develop faster than females.” 

However, taking Max out of the wild does not help keep the species alive. 

“This scenario doesn’t preserve falcons,” Zimmerman said.  “Prairie falcons are not protected.  In nature, he’s a surplus bird that’s going to be expendable.  We’re turning that bird into a resource for the Academy.”

