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12th Bird by Darin Burt October 10th, 2013



Go



There are a lot of larger than life mascots in professional sports. Most are guys in furry costumes that are there to get the crowd fired up by all of their crazy antics. The Seattle Seahawks have Blitz, a six-foot tall muscular bird with blue feathers wearing a football uniform. They also have a real-live mascot named Taima, a majestic auger hawk, that leads the team out of the tunnel before every home game. When Taima, with his five-foot wingspan, comes soaring into the stadium, fans at CenturyLink Field know it’s game time. And none are more excited than David Knutson, Taima’s trainer and, you might say, teammate. Knutson, a professional falconer, who along with wife Robin helps Taima make his grand entrance, lives on the West Plains of Spokane where the star bird has his own aviary, and often practices his moves by flying from the second story balcony of the Knutson’s farm house.
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Taima made his debut at the Seahawks last preseason game in 2005 against the Raiders. “Robin had Taima in the tunnel and she blocks with her body so he can’t see me standing out on the field at the 40 yard line until it’s time to go. I was worried that Taima was going to fly into the crowd or out of the stadium,” Knutson says, “but he flew out of the tunnel and came right to me.” Knutson, 56, is a lifelong birder, who got his first falcon after watching the movie “My Side of the Mountain,” a coming-of-age story about a boy and his falcon, when he was just a teenager. Knutson now utilizes his
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wildlife experience as a full-time business to keep pesky, and sometimes harmful, birds, away from airfields, orchards, vineyards and landfill sites.
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“Where there are an unnatural number of birds, we bring an unnatural number of predators and we let them sort it out,” Knutson explains. “It’s a show of force – it’s like putting an aircraft carrier out in the gulf of
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Iraq.” The first year after Knutson “sterilized” the runways at Fairchild Air Force Base in 1997, FAB earned the
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safety award for all the Air Mobility Command facilities. Non-damaging bird strikes there were reduced by more than eighty percent, and damaging strikes were eliminated completely during the first seven years of the program. Word of the birdman eventually got the attention of the Seattle Seahawks organization. They weren’t looking to get rid of birds; just the opposite. When the team moved into its new stadium in 2003, owner Paul Allen had plans for a new game-day tradition. “The Boss,” as his people know him, wanted a live hawk gracing the field on game day. Knutson, a former athlete and big time football fan, was intrigued by the notion. “I brought a couple of my falcons and we flew them around the stadium,” he says. “The Seahawks people took promo shots of them in the locker room sitting on Shaun Alexander’s helmet and at Matt Hasslebeck’s locker.” “They took me into a room with 30 guys in suits and asked me what I could do. I let out a big breath and told them what I would want to see as a football fan, and knowing how awesome hawks can be, is to have
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the base sound of a heartbeat load over the speaker system to let people know that the hawk is in the stadium. Then the camera will zoom into the tunnel with the smoke and right onto the eyes of the hawk and show it on the Jumbotron screen. Then the hawk will fly right out of the smoke and the team will run in behind it. I guaranteed them that the crowd would go crazy.” The Seahawks were sold. But even though Knutson is a skilled bird trainer, he wasn’t positive having a live bird doing stunts at a game was a possibility with the timing of the event, smoke and pyrotechnics from pregame introductions, pom-pom waving cheerleaders, not to mention tens of thousands of screaming football fans. “I still get goose bumps thinking about it . . . I didn’t have the hawk and something like this had NEVER been done before,” Knutson admits. Remember this was in early summer, just a few months until the kickoff of football season too. There were a lot of falcons and eagles available, but there is no true ‘sea hawk’.  Also, because the U.S. fish and wildlife department does not allow indigenous birds to be used for commercial purposes, Knutson opted for an African augur hawk; a bird that was big in size and could handle being calm in a stressful situation. The first baby hawk that Knutson ordered from the World Bird Sanctuary in St. Louis died a few weeks after being hatched. For the first two seasons, he used one of his falcons as the live mascot for the team, knowing only a hawk would eventually do. When another augur hawk was born at the bird sanctuary, Knutson crossed his fingers waiting for it to come of age. Arriving in Spokane, the hawk was already a celebrity with its own trading card. The Seahawks held a naming contest and the one chosen was Taima (pronounced TAY-MA), a Native American word for Thunder. Knutson acclimated Taima to the chaos and noise of a football game by taking him to Fairchild Air Force Base where they were flying helicopters and jets. The pair also watched from the fence while Robin rode her horse in barrel racing competitions. They even spent time at the Seahawks training camp in Cheney so that Taima could get used to the action, the players and the fans. In every game where Taima appeared, the Seahawks marked a “W” on the score chart en-route to meeting Pittsburgh in Super Bowl XL. Unfortunately, because of bomb threats to Ford Field in Detroit, the NFL said that Taima wasn’t allowed on the field. The Steelers defeated the Seahawks by the score of 21–10. In eight seasons and more than 80 home games there have only been two instances when Taima didn’t fly on command and neither were his fault. It’s a completion percentage worthy of the Hall of Fame, for sure. It takes great teamwork between Knutson, his wife and Taima for the spectacle to happen as planned. There’s actually a little trick involved; you might say there’s some “light of hand” as Knutson signals Taima to fly to him with a small flashing light that he holds in his hand. “Even if he gets blown off course by the wind, he still comes in,” Knutson says. During the game against the 49ers this season, Taima even flew from the “Hawks Nest,” a high seating area at one end of the stadium, right through the goalposts to perch on Knutson’s outstretched glove where he was standing some 60 yards away on the field. “He was amazing the way he cut an angle through the uprights,” Knutson recalls, adding that the next step



will be to mount a miniature video camera on Taima’s back so that fans can get a birds-eye view of his flight. The Knutsons, with Taima riding in a special travel carrier, make the four-hour drive from Spokane to Seattle the morning prior to each home game. Before and during the game, fans and special guests such as Make-aWish kids or wounded veterans, in different parts of the stadium have the opportunity to meet Taima up close and personal. “You meet a lot of different people, and that’s a lot of fun,” Knutson says. “There’s also an education factor that goes into it, as I talk about birds of prey to thousands of people at each game.” “There are people who cry when they meet Taima,” Knutson adds. “This may be the first wild animal that they’ve ever touched. Some of the players, too, have never been around (wild animals); these are professional athletes who live in a city of concrete.” And Taima, now a seasoned pro at eight years old, just takes it in stride. He’s one cool bird. Except when there’s a big play on the field, he reacts like any other excited fan. When Seattle scores a touchdown, and the crowd goes crazy, Taima opens up his wings as if to cheer, “LET’S GO ‘HAWKS!”          
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