3/20/13

The species total was solid but not spectacular for a week 12.  With 23 species, we exceeded the median of 20 and record low of 12.  For the last five years, week 12 has been fairly good to us with 23, 28, 31, 22, and now another 23 species.  However, this walk had something that none of the others had.
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
The bird of the week was encountered in the Maintenance yard.  I was chasing two small dark birds that I thought (hoped) were pine siskins. I couldn't hear them, so I had to see them.  It didn't happen.  I never got a good enough look to make a call.  In the meantime, Alan and Vicky were sorting through an apparently inexhaustible supply of lesser goldfinches in an attempt to isolate an American goldfinch.  It didn't happen.  Ashish stands in the midst of this visual cacophony, scans the foliage, and calmly picks out an oak titmouse, a species we hadn't seen in, well, never.  Ashish's oak titmouse is the 52nd new species for the year and 121st individual species of the Caltech bird walk.  I have to say that I was quite surprised to find that we had never encountered an oak titmouse.  They are not especially uncommon in the foothills but they tend not to much like the heavily urbanized flat lands like Caltech. 
I think of oak titmice, in my yard at least, as hullaballoo birds.  One periodically decides to stay for a while and I am most likely to see him when there is some avian hullaballoo.  A flock of yellow rump warblers goes berserk over some gnats hatching out by the street and my oak titmouse feels compelled to check them out.  A squabble breaks out over bird bathing rights and he is there, nervously pacing a branch above the fray.  So, perhaps, Ashish's bird was attracted to a passel of noisy goldfinches ruining the local ambiance.   He is a cavity nester who will nest in April, so, if he can grab a woodpecker hole for himself and attract a mate, he will be staying near the Maintenance yard through the next couple of months.  Unfortunately, he is in for a rude awakening if he does this because the Maintenance yard is about to be eviscerated to make way for Caltech's new childcare center.  

Clearly, a plot of oak titmouse sightings as a function of year or week would not be very informative unless you like one point plots, so in lieu of that particular kind of pablum, I present a pretty picture.  The photographer is Phil Price, who has an interesting but, regrettably, quiescent blog about (mostly) birds in the San Francisco Bay area.   You can get to the site where I found the photo by Ctrl clicking on the panel or go to http://www.creekcats.com/birdblog/?p=212.  I only provide one photo because, as far as I know, the only visual cue for separating the sexes is the presence of a brood patch on the female during the breeding season.
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For some people, little gray-brown birds are hard to get excited about but this is short sighted.  There can be beauty in a drab dress. Oak titmice have a very expressive crests.  They pair bond for life (divorce is rare, although periodic widows and widowers are not).  The oak titmouse is also a counterexample to Bergmann's rule, which says that nonmigratory residents like oak titmice should get progressively bigger as you go further north.  They don’t.
The ancestors of our titmice and chickadees came over from the old world 3 or 4 million years ago and are related to the tits of Europe and Asia.  In the days before DNA studies, you would have called an oak titmouse a plain titmouse but plain titmice are now separated into juniper and oak titmice.  I expect they don't mind because there is almost no overlap in range.  You can also see differences in vocalization, morphology, and ecology but these are rationalizations. The official split in speciation was driven by DNA.  Oak and juniper titmice are very similar "plain" titmice that differ in locality (oak titmouse is mostly restricted to California with some range to southern Oregon and northern Mexico (range extends to about the crook in the Baja peninsula); the juniper titmouse is to the east).  Oak titmice don't do well in formal urban settings but they can exist in urban areas (e.g., golf courses and parks) and there is some (but not compelling) [image: image2.jpg]


evidence for genetic distinctions between southern and northern populations. 
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One little brown gray bird deserves another, so I give you a pair of bushtits.  I took both photos at Upper Newport Bay in Newport Beach, although at different times.  Unlike the titmice, it is possible to sex bushtits if you can get a close look.  Can you tell which is the male and which is female? The key is in the eyes.  On the left (taken in July, 2010), the eye is a deep brown (hence a male).  The bird on the right (January, 2011) has yellow eyes with a dark iris and hence, a female.  We have to resort to this subtle artifice for sexing the birds because we are blind in the ultraviolet and the average bushtit is not too excited about offering a blood sample just so you can figure out what he already knows.  In the UV, where bushtits can see quite well, there is no ambiguity about who to woo.  
The date: 3/20/2013
The week number: 12
The walk number: 1188
The weather: 66 F, partly cloudy

The walkers: Alan Cummings, Ashish Mahabal, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan


The birds (23):

1   Mourning Dove

9   House Finch
6   Anna's Hummingbird
14 American Crow
2   Yellow chevroned Parakeet

1   European Starling
1   Mallard

11 Yellow-rumped Warbler

4   Black Phoebe
30 Lesser Goldfinch
1   Spotted Towhee
1   Red-whiskered Bulbul

1   Oak Titmouse

10 Bushtit

1   Red-shouldered Hawk
1   House Wren

1   Red-breasted Sapsucker

1   Ruby-crowned Kinglet
1   Woodpecker, Species

2   Bewick’s Wren

2   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

1   Band-tailed Pigeon
1   Common Raven


--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

4/9/13
