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Caracara, Another Word for Mexican Eagle

Over the past few weeks I’ve heard a lot of people talk about the “Mexican Eagle”. I had never heard of a Mexican Eagle, so I decided to look it up and see if there actually was such a bird. Turns out there is a bird commonly referred to as a “Mexican Eagle”, but it’s not an eagle at all. It’s actually a falcon called a “Northern, or Crested, Caracara”.

Believe it or not the Caracara is the national bird of Mexico, not the Golden Eagle as many people believe.

Arizona, Texas, and Florida are the only places in the U.S. where the Northern Caracara lives. Texas has the largest breeding population of Caracaras in the U.S. 

Caracaras live year-round in Texas, and can be found throughout South and Central Texas, including Milam County. They prefer open countryside and live in wooded areas adjacent to pastures, prairies, open fields, and even golf courses.

Like most falcons the Caracara is a strong flier. Unlike most falcons the Caracara flies rather slowly, and actually prefers to walk. They are about two feet long with a four foot wingspan. They are mostly black with long yellow legs. The face is red with a grayish-blue bill. They have a black crest on their head. Their throat, neck, and base of tail are white with white patches near their wingtips. These white areas help distinguish the Caracara from the Black Vulture while flying. Caracaras commonly feed with both Turkey and Black Vultures.
Caracaras are opportunistic feeders and eat small animals and insects. If live food is scarce, they will eat carrion. They look for food mainly in the early morning or late afternoon. They perch on fence posts or trees, fly low to the ground, or walk. They don’t usually dive for food, more often if they see it while in the air, they will land and walk to it.
Caracaras also watch for vultures descending on a carcass. They follow them down and bully the vultures away from the dead animal.
Caracaras mate for life and vigorously defend their territory. They have a raspy, grunt-like call, and make this call to defend their territory. The bird thrusts its head straight up to make the call, sometimes so eagerly its head is upside down over its back.

They breed from January to September. They will either reuse an old nest or build a new one using sticks, stems, grass, and leaves. The inside of the nest is covered in soft material, like cotton or moss. Nests are about nineteen feet off the ground in a tree.
The female lays one to four eggs. The parents take turns sitting on the eggs, which hatch in thirty to thirty-three days. Once the young leave the nest, about eight weeks, their parents will feed them for another two months. The young may actually remain within their parents’ territory for ten months. Most pairs raise one brood per year, sometimes two, but less than 30% of those are successful.
A low reproductive rate, combined with habitat loss, and an unusual high number falling victim to traffic, has caused a significant decline in the Caracara population, landing them on the Endangered Species List.
While the Caracara is a raptor, and does prey on live animals, they are not known to prey on newborn calves. This is possibly a reputation they earned because they hang out with Black Vultures.
The Mayans and Aztecs held the Caracara in high regard, using their plumage in ceremonial garments. Possibly another reason for their decline, their crushed beaks and talons, when ground into a powder, are prized as an aphrodisiac.
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