3/13/13

We had 28 species for the day, coming within a thick hair's width of our first 30 bird walk of the year but the lack of mallards and any warblers other than yellow-rumps was too much to overcome.  We did pick up a posse of California gulls, our 51st new species of the year and we were well above the median (20) and minimum (15) species counts for week 11.  The high for the week (35, set in 2011) was, however, beyond plausible denial. We had no chance of hitting a new record.  Still, bird walks are like golf.  It is only you and the course, today and at this hour.  Within the walk, it doesn't matter how you did two years ago or two decades ago or what you saw yesterday.  What matter the numbers if the moments have their own clarity and there is time and a joy in each step.
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
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We had a very talkative red-shouldered hawk and two western tanagers.  The tanagers were in the corner oak in the same area we picked up a western tanager last week.  Both were female (or first year males) and may have been the same birds we saw last week, only one of which we took credit for.  The dark eyed junco was welcome but this was a vocalization only "sighting" picked up by Darren, so it's not a tempting bird of the week.  The Cooper's hawk was planted on the tip of a pine tree across the street from Morrison.  At first, we saw only a tail but she gradually reveals a head, a shoulder  and, finally, turning around and flagging her wings, she provides a beautiful view of her breast, an adult female Cooper's hawk.  We also had a couple of singing house wrens, which is hard to top, but the bird of the week has to be the flickers.  This has been a fairly flicker-rich season for us, with two sightings this calendar year and three for the season.  However, the end is nigh.  Northern flickers, like Say's phoebes, are an early Spring migrating species for us.  We have no Spring sighting of a Say's after week 10 (they move out into the deserts to the north and east of us) and no flickers after week 12 (they move north and/or up in elevation).  So, it's likely that the last northern flickers of the season for Caltech were perched in a tree behind the north maintenance yard on Holliston (two birds, at least one of which was a female).  
The first figure shows a histogram of sightings by week for northern flickers.  Note that the plot is taken from June to June because this makes the seasonal nature of the sightings clearer than does a calendar year approach, which tends to arbitrarily split a wintering bird's year into two pieces.  For northern flickers, there are migratory pulses in weeks 8-12 in the Spring and 41-47 in the Fall but we can also get a sighting at any time between these migrations because some of these birds stay in our general area throughout the winter.  The second figure shows flicker sightings, again by season.  If we get really lucky, a bird or two may decide to stay on campus throughout the winter and this probably explains the rash of flicker sightings during the 1989-1990 through 1992-1993 seasons, which even now, two decades later, accounts for half of all northern flicker sightings obtained on the Caltech bird walk. We do get the odd summer sighting, presumably a juvenile dispersing from its natal territory, but most flickers don't show up on campus until mid-September through October.  The early (normal) birds are probably breeding in the northern U.S. or British Columbia but we also get locally breeding birds that move down elevation for the winter from higher up in the San Gabriel Mountains.  You might note from the figure that the sightings frequency for flickers on the Caltech bird walk is generally rising, although nothing like the heydays of the early 90s.  I wish this meant that there are more flickers to be seen (flickers produce a lot of nesting cavities for secondary hole nesters like western bluebirds, mountain chickadees, and (alas) European starlings — ergo, a "keystone" species), but this is, I suspect, more a statement about the number of birder eyes and ears than it is about the number of flickers. 
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Factoid of the day: Male northern flickers are excellent fathers, especially good for an avian species.  The mortality rate in most passerines is substantially higher for females than males because the female puts much more energy into reproduction than does the male, but, in flickers, mortality rates are essentially the same (hawks are happy to eat either and, because both are on average equally fit with similar foraging tactics that leave them in the open (they are partial to ants), they are killed in roughly equal numbers and often.  There's a reason for fledging half a dozen flickers per breeding season.  
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You may have gotten the impression from the above discussion that the bird of the day was the pair of northern flickers and you would be right.  The tanagers were arguably more deserving but I felt a compulsion to say something about northern flickers because there is a good chance that we won't be seeing another one until this Fall, if then.  However, I also wanted to say something about identifying female Nuttall's woodpeckers.
The first photo was lifted from Tom Benson's Cal State University at San Bernadino website (you can get to the site by Ctrl clicking on the photo).  I like it because it shows the key field markings of a female Nuttall's from back and side.  The second photo is a female downy woodpecker from the photosharing site Flickr and was taken by Vicki DeLoach (http://www.flickr.com/photos/vickisnature/). This is a Georgia bird, so it's a bit of a caricature for our downies, which are smaller and have less flamboyant spots, but she will serve to illustrate the basic points.  
For us, there are only three classic woodpeckers to worry about (casting aside sapsuckers and flickers): acorn, downy, and Nuttall's.  Downy and Nuttall's woodpeckers are the most easily confused.  So, what do you look for?  If you see the bird from the back and it is a solid black, you are dealing with an acorn woodpecker but if there are rows of spots or bars, you have to look just a little harder.  The downy will have a big white patch on the back, whereas the Nuttall's will have black on the shoulder but streaking of white across the back (no big white patch).  So, a big white patch on the back is definitive for a downy.  Now, a lot of people give up on the side view but this is actually just as distinctive.  First, look at the bellies of the Nuttall's and the downy.  The downy shows no streaking.  The Nuttall's will have easily seen streaking running more or less perpendicular to the long axis of the bird (an acorn woodpecker may also appear streaked but the streaks tend to be fainter and closer to parallel with the tail and the wings and, as stated above, the back will appear solid black; also, an acorn woodpecker will always have red on the head).  Now take a look at the face.  If you have a sense of swirls, think Nuttall's.  If it looks like a masked bandit, it's a downy.  If it looks like a clown, it's an acorn woodpecker. 
The date: 3/13/2013
The week number: 11
The walk number: 1187
The weather: 86 F, sunny

The walkers: Alan Cummings, Carole Worra, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Darren Dowell

The birds (28):

1   House Sparrow

2   Mourning Dove

3   House Finch
2   Anna's Hummingbird
2   American Crow
6   Black Phoebe
15 Yellow-rumped Warbler

10 Lesser Goldfinch
1   Red-shouldered Hawk
1   Dark-eyed Junco

2   House Wren

1   Band-tailed Pigeon
1   Nuttall’s Woodpecker

1   Red-whiskered Bulbul

2   American Goldfinch
2   Orange-crowned Warbler

5   Common Raven
2   Western Tanager

1   Sparrow, species

1   Cedar Waxwing

1   Ruby-crowned Kinglet
16 Bushtit

1   Cooper’s Hawk

2   Western Bluebird

5   California Gull

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

1   European Starling
2   Northern Flicker
--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

4/2/13
