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How we met Gracie . . .
On August 15, 2003, we received a call
from Wanda Chadbourne in Leeds; a few
days earlier, she had found an American
Kestrel, soaking wet on the lawn. After the bird dried off,
Wanda tried to release it, but it would fly only as far as
her clothesline. Several inquiries led Wanda to us, and the
bird was delivered in short order. The young kestrel’s tail
feathers were all broken, a condition likely to result from
clinging to wire, such as the gate on a dog crate. Also, one
leg was lame, apparently from metabolic bone disease
caused by a deficiency of dietary calcium. Finally, the bird
was extremely tame.
The information in combination led to the conclusion that
someone had raised the kestrel unlawfully and improperly.
That someone was not Wanda; she’d had the bird only a few
days. We made some inquiries among members of the
rehab community, but no one took responsibility. Within a
couple more days, it was obvious from her behavior that
the young kestrel was imprinted to humans.

Imprinting is a process by which a bird
acquires a species identity. Although
there are many uncertainties about
the process, it is generally believed to
be visually driven. At a certain stage
of visual system development, the
young bird imprints to whatever is
seen at close proximity – normally, the
bird’s parents. But if the caregiver at
that critical age is some other species,
such as a human, the young bird may
acquire an inappropriate species
identity. For unknown reasons,
imprinting seems to be a particularly
rapid and irreversible process in some
kinds of birds – especially raptors.
Raptors imprinted to humans are
considered non-releasable; as adults,
they may behave as if people are
conspecifics in social relationships and
territorial disputes.

We knew that the bird could not be released, but Avian Haven already had a history of admitting orphaned
kestrels who could benefit from having a conspecific foster mother. We applied for and received state
and federal permission to keep the bird as a surrogate.
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After a few weeks on a suitable diet, the kestrel’s leg weakness had improved, and she was perching
normally. But she seemed socially needy for human company, which was not surprising in a young human
imprint. We put jesses on her legs; during the day, she was tethered to a soft perch in the south
window of the main infirmary, where we could keep her company. Her night roost was a nest box in
another room of our home, in which she was free-flighted. As Marc turned off the lights there one
evening, he quipped, “Say Goodnight, Gracie!” (the sign-off line from the 1950’s George Burns & Gracie
Allen show). And from that moment, our beautiful young kestrel had her name.

When the weather began to warm up the following spring, we started taking her to an outside cage
during the day. She was carried in an under-seat airline crate for those moves. One March morning,
the clasp came open, and Gracie flew out of the crate. At first she stayed close by, but then she flew
farther and farther away, as we followed her. Eventually, she made her way to a marsh just down the
road; the surface was still solidly frozen, and we could walk across it as we continued to follow her.
We spent the entire chilly day down there, watching and calling to her. We begged her to come home,
and Diane promised to build her a palatial home all her own. But we could get nowhere near her. When
darkness fell, we lost track of her, and returned home with breaking hearts.
We were back in the marsh at dawn the next morning, but could not find her. After returning home
for a couple of hours, Marc set off toward her last known location for another round of searching, and
spotted her close to the road on the opposite side of the swamp. He walked quickly back to the house
and got a bal-chatri - a trap outfitted with monofilament nooses and baited with a mouse. Marc set
the trap on the road, then moved a short distance away and waited. Gracie soon came down for the
mouse, and her feet were entangled in the nooses. We had her back!
Now about Diane’s promise . . . .
Terry designed her palace over the next few months. A grant proposal was submitted to the Maine
Outdoor Heritage Fund in the fall of 2004; it was funded, and the structure was built in the summer
of 2005. But meanwhile, Gracie was already raising young kestrels.
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Our first kestrel nestlings of 2004
arrived on July 11. We made sure
they were stable, then brought
Gracie inside to meet them. At
first she seemed either puzzled or
bored. She looked at us, looked at
them, looked back at us . . . as if to
ask what the point was. We had a
platter of mouse pieces in front of
the birds, but Gracie herself was
not especially hungry at the
moment.

But then one of the nestlings began vocalizing, and the sound of the begging call seemed to trip a switch.
Literally within just a few seconds, Gracie hopped over to the mouse platter, picked up a mouthful of
pieces, and began feeding the begging youngster.
We found this especially interesting. Imprinting is generally considered to be a visual learning process in
an immature bird, but an adult’s response to the sound of hungry nestlings may be hard-wired. However it
worked, Gracie was from that moment a devoted surrogate mother. In 2004 and 2005, she raised fifteen
young kestrels.

The habitat Terry designed for kestrels featured three
“territories” connected by a ground-level flight corridor and an
elevated flight tunnel. Each territory was equipped with a nest
box, and the roost area had a large artificial evergreen tree that
soon became one of her favorite places.
Gracie moved in on September 4, 2005. Her foster kids of
the year had already been released by then, so she had the
place to herself. She made herself at home right away.

The name we gave to the building was, of course . . .
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Graceland.

We took very few photos of Gracie or her young charges for the next few
years, but our records show that between 2006 and 2012, she fostered 49
young kestrels. In that time frame, several adult kestrels recovering from
injuries shared Graceland with her; one was a male overwintered from 2009
to 2010. They co-habitated, but never showed any romantic interest in one
another, and Gracie did not seem to miss the male when he was released
that spring.

When Gracie came inside for her annual check-up in February of 2012, Glori had her camera waiting.
Her feathers looked beautiful, and this close up of her nibbling Glori’s glove shows the hallmark of a
falcon’s beak. The upper mandible has a sharp, curved tip backed up by two downward-pointing
triangles that fit into corresponding notches on the lower mandible. The “tomial tooth” (the mandible
edges are called “tomia”) is used to kill vertebrate prey by cervical dislocation.

Gracie in the
Summer of 2013

Some of Gracie’s 2013 foster kids are ready for release.

July 2014: Gracie could be very friendly in the fall, winter and spring, but she was fiercely protective of
her foster kids. Delivering food to Graceland in the summer was a hard-hat job for most people! But
over the years, Gracie had developed a trust in Glori that enabled spending short periods of time in the
habitat without risking an attack. Of course, those visits were limited so as not to accustom the young
birds to human presence.

2015 was a big year – Gracie
raised 16 youngsters that year,
including a clutch of five and
another of four. In early May,
she was in and out of one of her
nest boxes.

Here’s what the five-some looked like on delivery, July 19.

Did she somehow sense
what was coming?

Eight in a Nest Box (2015)

Gracie (left)
shares a moment
with one of the
2015 orphans
(right).

January 2016 – Gracie takes a break from child-rearing.
Her staple food is mice, but she especially enjoys mealworms
as treats!

Glori was on sabbatical for the 2016 nesting
season, but she did get several photos of Gracie
in September, after the kids for that year had
been released.
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It’s still her favorite tree!

December 2016

Perched on
Glori’s mitten,
Gracie looked
pretty good, we
thought, for a
13-year-old
kestrel!

A quote from the Birds of
North America American
Kestrel monograph caught our
attention: “Known to survive
up to 14 years in captivity.”

We knew she was getting on in years, but the longevity record had us concerned about the coming cold
weather. We decided to bring her indoors for the winter. A habitat that in past years had housed
songbirds that have missed migration had no tenants. The “Penthouse” did not have quite the castle
character of Graceland, but with windows on three sides, it would be warm and sunny, and Gracie would
have more human attention than in a typical winter.

The food was good! Of course, mice were provided . . .
and also mealworms!

January 10

She explores the top of an artificial ficus, and checks out a
corner hideaway.

She momentarily loses her balance
in a wall of hanging foliage . . .
. . . but she quickly
recovers . . .

. . . and decides to go somewhere else.

The winter continued in much the same way. Gracie had lots
of attention from daily caregivers and other visitors. The
Penthouse windows gave her good views of the surrounding
outdoors. Her vocalizations let us know when there was a
hawk or an owl nearby – and she would always know that
another raptor was in the neighborhood before we did!

Our last photos of Gracie were
taken in the Penthouse on March 21.

Terry spent much of April refurbishing Graceland – everything was power-washed, new sand was hauled
in, perches were repaired or replaced. On April 23, Kim took Gracie back to her castle. She flew up to
the highest perch, then flew around, checking out each territory, calling excitedly, obviously glad to be
back home. Later that day, she was preening in her favorite tree. Everything seemed fine for the next
few days. But on the morning of the 29th, when Marc went out with her breakfast mouse, he found her
body on the ground. The sunrise that day had been spectacular. We like to imagine that she flew around
in the dawn light one last time before her heart gave out. And despite our own broken hearts, we were
glad that she died at home – we knew that is what she would have wanted.

These are just a few of the 106 orphaned kestrels she raised over the years.

To our beloved Gracie,

Thank you for the privilege of your friendship and companionship. Thank you on
behalf of all of your foster children for being their mom, for comforting them when they
were afraid, for feeding them, for teaching them how to be wild, and for making sure they
knew they were kestrels. Thank you for the delight you brought to us, over and over again,
each time you flew onto a shoe or a shoulder or a glove, each time you greeted us with a
bow for a neck scratch. We miss you terribly, and will never forget you.
With all our love,

Your Human Family at Avian Haven

