BIRD STAMP SOCIETY

Bird Symbols of Canada
Part 11
Northwest Territories (NWT)

Provincial Bird: The Gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus)

The Northwest Territories adopted the Gyrfalcon in 1990 as its Provincial bird. The Territorial
Emblems and Honours Act consolidates this status:

“Bird emblem 7. The bird known ornithologically as Falco rusticolus and called "gyrfalcon" is the bird
emblem of the Northwest Territories.””

The Northwest Legislative Assembly website goes on to explain the characteristics of the Gyrfalcon:

“The gyrfalcon is the largest and most magnificent of the falcons and breeds throughout the tundra,
including all the Arctic islands. Gyrfalcons usually winter in the North and during that season can be
found anywhere in the Northwest Territories. They range in color from white through shades of grey
and brown to almost black. Darker birds are more common in the NWT. Gyrfalcons eat mostly
ptarmigan, but also ground squirrels, seabirds, waterfowl, and arctic hares. They are expert hunters,
and extremely fast and powerful fliers.”?

eBird Canada suggests that the Gyr Falcon is a relatively uncommon bird, even in Canada:

“Breeds on cliffs on Arctic tundra; winters in large open areas. Never common even on breeding
grounds; rare everywhere in the continental U.S.”?

Canada Post has issued two stamps which feature the Gyrfalcon. The first of these was in 2003, a
single design stamp that was printed as part of a self-adhesive booklet of six stamps. The booklet
cover featured an image of John James Audubon; the booklet loosely commemorates his major
work, “Birds of America” (see below).

www.stampworld.com indicates that Canada Post issued some 3,000,000 of the 65c Gyrfalcon
stamps in the booklets.* It also indicates that Canadian artist Rolf Harder (1925-2013) designed the
stamp; and that the engraving was carried out by Lowe-Martin. Rolf Harder designed a number of
Canadian stamps which are included in the gallery of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New
York.®

1 https://www.justice.gov.nt.ca/en/files/legislation/territorial-emblems-honours/territorial-emblems-
honours.a.pdf

2 https://www.ntassembly.ca/visitors/symbols-nwt

3 https://ebird.org/species/gyrfal

4 https://www.stampworld.com/en/stamps/Canada/Postage%20stamps/2000-2009?year=2003&user=441875

5 https://www.moma.org/artists/32655?=undefined&page=&direction=fwd
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2003 Canada — Gyrfalcon
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Image source: www.stampworld.com
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Birds - J. ). Audubon Oiseaux —J.J. Audubon

226 of the 435 plates that 226 des 435 planches de I'ouvrage

make up J. ). Audubon's The Birds.  The Birds of America (Les oiseaux

of America depict typically d'Amerique) illustrent des espaces
Canadian birds. typiquement canadiennes.
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Image source: www.birdtheme.org

The second stamp that Canada Post issued featuring the Gyrfalcon was in the 2017 the mini-sheet.
Here is an image of the sheet, with the Gyrfalcon in the top right-hand corner of the sheet:
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2017 [Provincial] Birds of Canada
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Canada Post commissioned Mike Savage from Signals Design, Vancouver and illustrator Keith Martin
to develop the design for the five stamps and this 2017 mini-sheet. Canada Post priced the mini-
sheet at $4.25 and issued 110,000 copies of it. The stamps were valid for domestic rate postage.

The official First Day Cover bore a cancellation from Yellowknife, capital city of the Northwest
Territories.

There is a reasonable range of stamps featuring the Gyrfalcon, including a colourful mini-sheet from
Kyrgyzstan, Kyrgyz Express Post (KEP) which features a single stamp showing a soaring Gyrfalcon
against the national flag. The Gyrfalcon is a national symbol of the Kyrgyz Republic and | have
featured this particular issue in a separate article on the bird stamps issued by the KEP.

Other Gyrfalcon stamps that are noteworthy include:

1965 Soviet Union
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This stamp from the USSR comes from a set of eight on the theme of “Birds of Prey”, designed by N
Kalita.

1981 Sweden - Gyrfalcon

E
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This 50 SEK stamp from Sweden was designed by L Jonsson and engraved by C Z Slania. It was
apparently also available in a booklet containing four stamps.

1988 Greenland - Birds
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Image source: www.birdtheme.org

This stamp from Greenland was designed by Jens Rosing, from a set of four. www.stampworld.com
indicates that Greenland Post issued 1,197,000 copies of this stamp, which today seems a huge
number for such a relatively small country (population-wise, that is).
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2019 Iceland — EUROPA - National Birds
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Iceland Post Issued this stamp as a part of a set of two, to support the 2019 EUROPA National Birds
theme. The Iceland Post website (referenced above) includes the following commentary about the
gyrfalcon and its place in Icelandic life:

“The gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus) is the most famous of all Icelandic birds. Iceland’s national Order is
the Order of the Falcon. For centuries, falcons were caught in Iceland and brought to Europe where
they were used for hunting and games. The falcon catches its prey in air, but also on land and water,
its preferred food being the ptarmigan. This may be the reason why most falcons’ pairs are found 2-4
years after the ptarmigan population is at its height. Presently the Icelandic falcon stock is estimated
at 300-400 breeding pairs. The falcon is on the list of endangered species in imminent danger.”

There are many other stamps featuring the gyrfalcon, but many of these come from postal
authorities in countries where you would not normally expect to see this bird; there are some issues
from the Middle Eastern Countries where falconry is culturally significant.

One interesting stamp included on www.birdtheme.org is from Nicaragua, featuring an image of
Humphrey Bogart against an image of the Maltese Falcon:

1973 Nicaragua — Interpol Anniversary
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Whether the Maltese Falcon was indeed, modelled on a gyrfalcon is a conundrum that | suspect that
is lost in time: from my brief research, there is not even any consensus on how many models the
studio made for the film; and which of those in existence today (if any) are authentic. Below is a
photograph of the Maltese Falcon:
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The Maltese Falcon?

Image source (and background story): https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/02/mystery-of-
the-maltese-falcon

The only thing that | can be sure of is that it is a McGuffin [or should that be a MacGuffin?].
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