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Red-breasted Nuthatches wintering 
outside their breeding range cache 
food.6 This fact was previously un¬ 
documented for any irruptive species 
that breeds in boreal forest.2 Northern 
Hawk-owls also have irruptive flights, 
though much less frequently and peri¬ 
odically than do Red-breasted 
Nuthatches,2,3,9,12 and feed principally 
on microtine rodents rather than coni¬ 
fer seeds and insects.7,10,14,15 Like 
other owls of the northern forest such 
as the Boreal Owl, Northern Hawk- 
owls cache food in their breeding 
areas.7,8,11 Only one non-detailed re¬ 
port exists of a hawk-owl hiding a 
mouse in a dead tree in Minnesota, at 
a site where no breeding evidence 
was presented, though scattered nest 
records have occurred in the northern 
third of that state.12 Otherwise, food 
caching by Northern Hawk-owls has 
not been documented outside their 
breeding range. 

Isolated in the Gulf of Saint 
Lawrence, the Magdalen Islands are 
within the boreal forest and sub-arc¬ 
tic biomes; the extent of forest is 
small and the Northern Hawk-owl is 
a vagrant here.4 Several records dur¬ 
ing summer 1978 suggested that the 
species may have nested; otherwise, 
only two reports exist, one from the 
winter of 1991-1992 when hawk-owls 
had a massive irruption into southern 
Quebec.1 I document herein the 
caching of a microtine rodent by a 
Northern Hawk-owl in the Magdalen 
Islands in spring 1992, during this 
same invasion period. 

I discovered a Northern Hawk-owl 

at 10:15 a.m. on 2 May along the ma¬ 
jor highway (Route 99) 3 km south of 
Pointe-aux-Loups. The owl perched 
either on top of telephone poles or 
the lowest telephone wires and 
scanned for prey over the extensive 
open dunes, which were dominated 
by beach grass. Between 10:15 a.m. 
and 10:40 a.m., the bird left various 
perch sites on five fairly short, low 
hunting flights over the dunes. On its 
sixth attempt, the owl hovered 5 m 
above ground for 5 seconds, the only 
time hover-flight was used, and the 
next pounce was successful. The bird 
took 10 seconds to decapitate the mi¬ 
crotine rodent and eat the brain. The 
owl then flew back to the lowest tele¬ 
phone wire near a pole. 

The hawk-owl took four or five 
minutes to eat the anterior half of the 
rodent, including the skin and fur, 
though twice it let some intestinal 
matter fall to the ground. At 10:45 
a.m., the hawk-owl took five seconds 
to store the posterior half of the ro¬ 
dent on a spool of the telephone pole 
where the lowest wire was attached; 
it flattened out the prey on the spool 
and fastened it in well, though I could 
see a portion of the prey on the 
spool. The bird then resumed hunt¬ 
ing for 20 minutes, without success. 

At 11:05 a.m., I simulated attempts 
for two minutes to climb the tele¬ 
phone pole which contained the 
cached rodent. The hawk-owl, which 
had been hunting from the top of a 
neighbouring telephone pole, flew to 
the topmost telephone wire directly 
above me (the only time the topmost 
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wires were used) and repeatedly 
looked at me for one minute. Then 
the owl left the wire, emitted a single 
high-pitched squeal, snatched the ro¬ 
dent from the spool and flew to the 
top of the neighbouring telephone 
pole from whence it came. There, 
the owl finished eating by 11:15 a.m. 

Food-caching behaviour by this 
vagrant Northern Hawk-owl, that is 
bringing the prey to a perch, feeding 
on and eviscerating the prey, and 
caching the uneaten portion on the 
spool of a telephone pole, is similar 
to caching behaviour in trees on its 
breeding grounds.7,11 On 2 May, the 
date that caching was observed in 
the Magdalen Islands, hawk-owls are 
normally on breeding territories in 
the north.5 The owl was not seen 
again on 2 May, nor afterwards, de¬ 
spite extensive search by myself and 
several local bird watchers. Conse¬ 
quently, this vagrant hawk-owl would 
not have been expected to store 
food over the long term. The hawk- 
owl defended its cached food by 
vocalizing at a potential usurper and 
retrieving the rodent, which was 
originally procured using energeti¬ 
cally expensive hover-flight. These 
behaviours suggested that the 
cached portion of the rodent was a 
valuable buffer against daily food 
shortages.6,13 
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