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ABSTRACT
A Second-Year (SY) Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo 
jamaicensis) banded near Ft. Edward, Washington 
County, New York, on 15 Jan 2019 was recaptured 27 
Jan 2020 38 km SSE near Halfmoon, Saratoga County, 
New York, affording an opportunity to note changes 
in its plumage after undergoing its first preformative 
molt.  When banded in its formative plumage, the bird’s 
plumage was entirely white, totally lacking any of the 
normal brown plumage, while after its second prebasic 
molt some renewed primaries and secondaries showed 
very faint barring contrasting with the retained white 
juvenile remiges. The renewed rectrices showed a very 
faint suggestion of orange coloration with a very faint 
subterminal band as occurs in normal plumage, though 
in this case very subdued.  The whitish-yellow irides at 
time of banding were the same color upon recapture 
showing no advance toward adult brown.

INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 2018, birders frequenting the 
area along the Hudson River in the Town of 

Ft. Edward south of the village of Ft. Edward, 
Washington County, New York, reported a large 
white raptor thought by some to be an albino Red-
tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis).  Reports, some 
with photographs, persisted into the fall and early 
winter.  On 15 Jan 2019, we located, banded (RPY) 
and photographed (LJF) the bird establishing it to 
be a leucistic Red-tailed Hawk. In January 2020, 
LJF saw a Facebook posting by a David Gibson 
(known to her personally by strange coincidence) 
of a large white bird in his residential yard which 
he thought was a Snowy Owl (Bubo scandiacus).  
She contacted him immediately, suggesting it was 
a Red-tailed Hawk, possibly the Ft. Edward bird 
now 38 km (23 mi) distant from where banded, 
sharing the photo with RPY.  Two days later we 
were at the site and recaptured the bird verifying 
its identity and origin.

RESULTS
Locations were as follows.  Banding occurred 
on DeGroot Road at U.S. Route 4, town of Ft. 
Edward, Washington County, New York, at 43o 

13’ 01.68” N; 73o 34’ 46.88” W (Google Earth 
2020).  Gibson’s residence where the bird was 
photographed for Facebook posting was at 47 
Timothy Way, Halfmoon, Saratoga County, New 
York.  When we arrived there 27 Jan 2020, we 
could not immediately find the bird, and Gibson 
had not seen it since photographing it.  Walking 
the neighborhood, we sighted the bird atop a house 
roof about 1 km distant and drove to that location 
where the bird was captured at 2 Backspin Drive, 
Halfmoon, Saratoga County, New York at 42o 54’ 
42.69” N; 73o 43’ 36.16” W (Google Earth 2020).
Measurements and certain observational data 
recorded at the time of banding and recapture 
are summarized in Table 1.  Figs. 1-4 represent 
photographs taken at the time of banding, while 
Figs. 5-7 were taken at the time of recapture. At 
the time of banding, all flight remiges were one 
generation in terms of color (no mix of faded 
old plumage and newer regrown plumage). All 
secondaries were same length, and the state of 
wear at the outer tips as illustrated on Fig. 16 A in 
Pyle (2008) and all rectrices were slightly pointed, 
the same white color, and the same state of wear as 
illustrated in Fig. 17 A in Pyle (2008).  Some outer 
secondaries as well as some primaries showed 
limited very faint brownish barring.  
Molt observations on flight feathers, when 
recaptured, are as follows using molt terminology 
suggested by Pyle (2008) and Clark and Pyle 
(2015) for complex basic strategy.  Figs. 2 and 3 
illustrate the juvenile primaries before molt while 
Fig. 6 illustrates both wings after molt, changes 
noted immediately below.  “P”, “S” and “R” 
represent abbreviations for primaries, secondaries 
and rectrices, respectively.
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Tail At the time of recapture, all rectrices appeared 
to have been renewed during the second prebasic 
molt (Fig. 7).  They were wider, less worn, and 
more rounded at the tips compared to the narrower, 
slightly pointed juvenile rectrices in Fig. 4.  These 
new rectrices were tinted a pale orange, had a 
faint suggestion of a slightly darker subterminal 
band and white tip characteristic of normal Red-
tail plumage, but much subdued in color.  The 
orange tinting appeared primarily on the outer 
vanes of rectrix pairs 2-6, trending whiter on the 
inner vanes.  The orange color resembled Pantone 
Formula Guide color 134u (Pantone 2014).
It is difficult to explain the color difference in the 
outer and inner vanes of rectrix pairs 2-6.  Due to 
the shingle-like layering of the rectrices, the outer 
vanes are more exposed to environmental factors 
(such as ultra-violet radiation as an example).  
This bicolor appearance may be something unique 
to this particular bird, because it does not occur 
on the rectrices of normally colored Red-tails 
(Yunick, pers obs.).

Eye Color When banded, this bird showed 
typically pale whitish-yellow irides of a normal 
immature Hatching-Year Red-tailed Hawk (Fig. 
1).  At the time of recapture (Fig. 5) they showed 
no advance toward a normal brown adult color.  
The iris color was well matched to a Munsell soil 
chart color of 5Y/8/1 for hue/value/chroma which 
Munsell describes as “white” (Munsell 1971).
DISCUSSION
The fortuitous finding and recapture of this bird 
away from where it was banded after undergoing 
molt was extrordinary, especially given its unique 
status as a bird in such extensive leucistic plumage.  
It is one of three leucistic Red-tailed hawks, out of 
a total 466 (0.64%) banded (RPY) in this area of 
New York state, 2000-2020, and the whitest by far.  
The other two birds were banded in Montgomery 

County, about 70 km SW of Ft. Edward, Washington 
County, one an After-Third-Year female on 18 
Mar 2003, and the other an After-4-Year female 
on 18 Feb 2017.  Both had deeply brown irides.  
The 2003 bird had one normal orange-red rectrix 
and six brown primaries/secondaries among both 
wings along with 10-12 scattered brown dorsal 
wing coverts, two brown upper tail coverts and 
a sprinkling of a few dark crown feathers while 
the 2017 bird had one orange-red rectrix, a brown 
lesser covert in each wing, one on its back and a 
sprinkling of brown in its crown.
Where feather renewal occurred in the remiges 
of this Ft. Edward bird, there was a tendency to 
exhibit slightly more pigmentation (Figs. 5-7) 
compared to its nearly entirely white juvenile 
plumage at time of banding (Figs. 1-4).  Very faint, 
limited barring in the primaries and secondaries 
intensified slightly, and rectrices changed from all 
white (Fig. 4) to a very pale orange (Fig. 7).
The observed molt pattern was similar to but 
not exactly the same as the second prebasic molt 
described by Preston and Beane (2020).  They 
describe primary replacement among P7-P10 (P6-
P8 in this bird); secondary replacement of one to 
six secondaries at S3-S4 and S6-S9 (S2-S4 in this 
bird); and one to four rectrices typically retained 
in the R2-R5 range (all rectrices renewed in this 
bird), but indicate also that this retrix molt can 
be complete in five-ten percent of individuals, as 
appears to be the case here.
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Left Wing     
LP 8-6 renewed, faintly barred basic; all others                   
retained worn juvenile.
LS 2-4 new longer basic, slightly barred; all 
others shorter retained worn juvenile.
Right Wing
RP 8-6 renewed, faintly barred; all others retained 
worn juvenile.
RS 2-4 new longer basic, slightly barred; all 
others shorter retained worn juvenile
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Table 1.  A comparison of certain morphometric and appearance data on a leucistic Red-tailed Hawk at the 
time of banding as a Second-Year bird on 15 Jan 2019 and recaptured on 27 Jan 2020 as a Third-Year bird.
Date    15 Jan 2019  27 Jan 2020
Metric 
Wing Chord, mm  383   385
Exposed Culmen, mm  27.0   26.7
Hallux, mm   30.9   32.0
Crop    0   0
Mass, g   1280   1270
Time    1310   1032
Eye Color   Pale whitish yellow Pale whitish yellow
Cere Color   Yellow   Yellow
Tarsus and Foot Color  Yellow   Yellow
Talon Color   Pinkish gray  Pinkish gray

APPENDIX A – Figs. 1-4 represent photographs taken 15 Jan 2019 of this SY leucistic Red-tailed Hawk in 
formative plumage still possessing juvenile remiges, and Figs. 5-7 taken 27 Jan 2020 showing its TY second basic 
plumage after second prebasic molt.

Fig. 1.  Side view of head showing white plumage, pale whitish-yellow iris, yellow 
cere and pinkish-gray maxilla.

Note: The following Photos will display in color on SORA.
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Fig. 2.  Ventral view of body and spread wings showing extent of white plumage.

Fig. 3.  Dorsal view of spread right wing showing extent of white plumage with some limited 
suggestion of very faint barring in some outer secondaries and inner primaries.
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Fig. 4.  Dorsal view of tail showing narrow, semi-pointed, white juvenile rectrices.

Fig. 5.  Side view of head showing no change in color of iris, cere and maxilla from a year 
earlier in Fig. 1.  Note the faint barring in newly renewed LP8-LP6.



Vol. 45 No. 4                                               North American Bird Bander Page       150

Fig. 6.  Dorsal view of spread left and right wings showing faintly barred, renewed basic P8-P6 in 
both wings as well as faintly barred renewed basic S2-S4 in both wings, longer in length than the 
retained, shorter, remaining juvenile secondaries.  Note also the renewed, pale-orange, rounded basic 
rectrices differing from the white, semi-pointed all juvenile rectrices in Fig. 4.

Fig. 7.  Dorsal view of the renewed, rounded, basic, pale-orange rectrices with the orange color more 
prominent on the outer vanes of the rectrices, all rectrices differing in shape and color from the white, 
semi-pointed juvenile rectrices in Fig. 4.  Note also the faintly barred, renewed, basic LP8-LP6 
(same, not shown, on right side) differing from the all juvenile RP in Fig. 3.




