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Mating pair swoop near manmade ledge on building

WILMINGTON -- The top floor of a parking garage here became an observation deck Wednesday night as nearly 100 people gathered to watch a pair of the fastest animals in the world.

From the roof of a garage on 11th Street, the crowd watched male and female peregrine falcons reach swooping speeds of 250 mph as they flew near their nest in a manmade nook built four feet into 19th floor of the Brandywine Building.

The third annual Falcon Watch was hosted by the Delmarva Ornithological Society and Clear Into the Future, a DuPont Delaware Estuary initiative.

Families peeked through spotting scopes as the two-year-old female flew by only briefly, but the male lingered near the nest.

Bill Stewart, the society's conservation chairman, went from scope to scope instructing the birdwatchers about the species.

The female is larger than the male, he said, and the birds of prey hunt in midair, eating only other birds. He said they're one of the larger falcon species in North America, with wingspans of about 36 inches. They were endangered in the 1970s because of pesticides but have since rebounded.

But this is the second year the watch went on without chicks -- the female's four eggs failed to hatch this year, and hatched chicks died last year days before the scheduled falcon watch.

"We were thinking about having a naming contest," said Tim Ireland, spokesman for Clear Into the Future, about the falcon family. "But it's been such a soap opera up there."

Earlier this year, the current female chased off an older female who was nesting in the box, Ireland said. The younger female nested with the original male, laying four eggs. But the male died, and the eggs failed to hatch.

Stewart said it takes the male and female to properly incubate the eggs, each alternating in 12-hour shifts for 33 to 35 days. The new female was joined by a new male this summer.

"Peregrine falcons aren't the most common birds, and I think they're really cool," said 10-year-old Kathleen O'Neil, a Wilmington resident and birdwatcher. "They're the biggest falcons we get around here."

Kathleen, along with birdwatchers from as far away as Australia, has been tuning in to a Falcon Cam put up by Clear Into the Future which streams a live video feed from the nest.

On Wednesday, the video showed gravel and bones on the floor of the box.

"To them, it pretty much looks like a natural habitat," Stewart said. "It looks like a cliff."

The camera helped identify the current male, which Ireland said was fledged in 2006 in the same nest.

The female, he said, came from Harrisburg, Pa., according to her tag.

"There seems to be a public fascination with birds of prey. ... There's a huge birding community in Delaware," Ireland said. "To me, the most important part is reminding people there's an invisible world above us."
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