5/8/13

Although it is much more likely that a rare bird will meet the glass, we also have the occasional rare birder sightings and they can be a reminder of evolution.  Early walkers received a letter designation that was recorded as part of the data for a walk.  Alan, of course, was "A"; Hannah Dvorak-Carbone, who occasionally walks with us, was "N".   Eventually, Alan ran out of letters and, rather than doubling up, he began using ordinal numbers to designate the walkers.  Although well educated, Kent was a tad too late to be a lettered person.  He is "just" 47.  Ashish was walker number 56 and Darren number 100.  Today, Peter Mao joined us.  He works in Alan's building and, at one time, even worked in his group.  He is, however, only an occasional walker.   He first appeared on the walk in 1997 as walker number 28.  He was awarded a letter, "P", for his effort (and no, I don't know who among the preceding 27 was dissed by not getting a letter).  Peter shows up again, a decade later, in 2008 and, now, in 2013.  If Peter walk years are a monotonic function of time, we should be seeing him again in a year or two and, since he had some very interesting ideas about constructing digital cameras, it should be a fun walk.  

Overall, the conditions were very pleasant, reflecting the cloudiness and the birds were generally accommodating.  We recorded a total of 23 species in variable numbers.  This was a strong but not stellar walk.  The record high for week 19 is 28 set in 2010 and the record low is 10 (1990).  We were well above the median of 17.
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
The mallards and Canada geese are still with us.  The mallards will probably leave sometime next month to do the big molt (ducks drop a lot of feathers all at once in the summer, leaving them essentially flightless), so they need a big body of water with food, which we have, that is has more protection than what the Throop ponds can offer.  I have no sense for what the geese are going to do.  We have no institutional landings history for these birds.  They could decide to stay for the rest of the year or one of them could wake up one morning with a vicious hangover and a deep desire to fly it off.
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The bird of the week was in the tree outside Prufrock along with a dozen companions of mostly indeterminate species.  Usually, Viveca and I cross the street on Wilson to check out the garden area between the parking structures and the front yard of Prufrock, which has a tree that is very popular with warblers.  Alan keeps going up the east side of Wilson.  On this walk, Viveca was absent and Vicky had already peeled off, so I did this little side trip alone.  The garden yielded a few lesser goldfinches but the Prufrock tree was like a tidal bore lapping through saw grass in a wetlands.  There were about a dozen birds, actively working the tree, mostly high in the canopy.  We either had a flock of bushtits or some late season warblers.  My hearing is not up to the task of sorting bushtits from warblers, so it was a visual search for me.  I concentrate on a bird that is mid canopy and get several fleeting glances as the bird moves from leaf cluster to leaf cluster.  A flash of eyebrow soon convinces me that I'm dealing with a vireo.  Finally, he pops out into my side of the canopy and gives me an outstanding thirty-second pose in full view.  We have our first [image: image2.png]a
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warbling vireo of the year.  Now, I can't speak for you but I find vireos rather exciting.  However, there were another dozen birds in the tree and it was unlikely they were all vireos or that even one of them was another vireo.  So, rather than follow the vireo and hope for another good view, I decide to move on to another bird.   This one is also shy but too distinctive to hide his species.  It's a Townsend's warbler.  A third bird gives me a very good look, another Townsend's warbler.  By this time I realize the tree is hosting a mixed flock of migratory birds and there's no telling how many infrequent to rare birds we might get.  I had a serious dilemma.  The tree needed to be carpet bombed for species but it would take quite a while for one aurally impaired person to do it.  Do I keep working the tree or do I try to acquire reinforcements?  I opt for the latter as Alan and Peter are still in view further up Wilson, but my whistling, waving, yelling, and tussled jumping jacks are all to naught, except for whatever entertainment value a bemused pair of coeds managed to derive from my performance.  I take one more wistful glance up at the menagerie and hoof it across the street.  I'm not fast enough.  Alan and Peter are well into the north parking lot by the time I catch up with them.  I announce my acquisitions and Alan dutifully records them but he is not sufficiently impressed to want to turn back this late in the walk.  So, most of the birds outside Prufrock remain known only to themselves and, hopefully in a week or two, to their mates.   
The obvious data bird is the warbling vireo.  We see at least one in most years, but have never managed more than three.  The reason why can be seen in the second figure.  We just don't have many opportunities.  Warbling vireos are strictly migratory birds for us, passing through campus in the spring and fall.  In the spring, we are most likely to see a warbling vireo on week 19 but have recorded them as early as week 15 and as late as week 22.   The fall migration is also fairly tightly constricted in time with sightings scattered over weeks 37 - 41.   There are only two years in which we had more than one sighting per migration (weeks 37 and 38 in 2003 and weeks 40 and 41 in 2007).
The date: 5/08/2013
The week number: 19
The walk number: 1194
The weather: 66 F, cloudy


The walkers: Alan Cummings, Peter Mao, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan


The birds (23):

2   Northern Mockingbird

1   House Sparrow
2   House Finch
5   Anna's Hummingbird
1   Acorn Woodpecker
7   American Crow
2   Mallard

3   Canada Goose

2   Swift, species

7   Lesser Goldfinch

4   Black Phoebe

1   European Starling

20 Bushtit

1   California Towhee

1   Swallow, species

2   Western Bluebird

1   Nuttall’s Woodpecker

2   Townsend’s Warbler

1   Warbling Vireo

1   Band-tailed Pigeon

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

2   Yellow-chevroned Parakeet

2   Common Raven
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/nouvel_album_de_nicole/favorites/page12/?view=lg
photo taken by Claudette Archanbault

--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

6/11/13
