5/15/13

Sometimes, when Alan is absent, we have a long walk and acquire a record number of birds.  The Caltech bird walk more closely resembles a standard bird walk, albeit highly urbanized.  This was not one of those times.  We claim "only" 22 species.  The record is much higher, 28 species set last year, and our 22 is the lowest week 20 total in the last four years.  Perhaps, we are exiting the Station fire anomaly.  In 2009, The Station fire burned through 650 square kilometers of the San Gabriel mountains. Birds that would normally have stopped for the winter, moved to Caltech.  Post fire successions led to years of abundance for certain lucky species but this led to population explosions and local irruptions causing otherwise very strange sightings (chickadees and white breasted nuthatches come to mind).  Prior to 2010, the high for week 20 was 22, set in 2003.  So, if you discounted three post-Station fire years, a species count of 22 would have tied the record.  The Station fire did, however, happen and, with those total bursting three years, we were lucky to break the median of 20.  We can, at least boast a far better result than the record low of 12 (1997) and we'll take it.
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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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Prufrock seems to have become an unusually happening place for birds.  Last week, we picked a warbling vireo and a couple of late season warblers.  Another extravaganza like that is hoping for too much but we are hoping for something.  So, Viveca and I wander across the street to the garden between the parking structures, which was not particularly productive, and thence to Prufrock.  Almost immediately, we see a black phoebe, probably a young bird because he was spending a lot of time on the ground.  A dark eyed junco is foraging on the lawn.  He is very active and seems to be ignoring us.  You get the feeling that this is a bird who has become comfortable with humans, even those blundering around on the lawn just a couple of meters away.  The junco puts us at 19 species, within striking distance of 20, the mark of success for a late spring walk.  This is also an extremely late season sighting for a dark eyed junco.

Having taken in the ground action, our eyes move up into trees but, before we can work into high canopy, we notice an odd bird perched in the small tree next to the front door.  He is facing us and shows a light colored, almost white, belly, undertail coverts and forked tail, which suggests that this is not a standard sparrow but the striping along the sides and up the breasts is very sparrow-like (but no bundle).  There is a light blush of brown along the sides, somewhat reminiscent of a Lincoln's sparrow.  The beak is pink and relatively thin, sparrow like, not finch like.   Where does this get us?  The Sibley leads to a particular conclusion, so we turn our attention back to the dark eyed junco on the ground, who has worked his way over to our side of the trunk of the large tree.  We are ignored.  He kicks, pauses, and kicks, kicks, pauses, and kicks.  Another kick reveals a light colored caterpillar (probably the larva of a moth; if it had been the larva of butterfly or hover fly, it would have been decidedly greenish).  He grabs it in a quick flickering dart of his head, gives a couple more kicks to see if there are any more larvae in this spot.  Seeing none, he hops away from the base of the tree, showing Fu Manchu, flies over to the base of the hedge next to the building and hops up into the foliage.  The tree bird, still patiently perched in his little tree, watches for a few seconds, then flies down to the same spot under the hedge, and disappears.  We have our explanation for the tree bird and an explanation for the very late season sighting of a dark eyed junco.  The answer lies in sex.  There has been sex going on at Prufrock and this has led to juvenile dark eyed juncos.  
Generally, we see dark eyed juncos that winter here and birds on migration in the spring and fall.  All this activity ends by week 12, however, the latest we have seen a dark eyed junco in the spring prior to this year.  Since most dark eyed juncos are probably still behaving as before, it is likely that most dark eyed juncos moved out of or through campus a couple of months ago.  Something else is going on to give us that cluster of late spring sightings. The fact that the parent went into the hedge with a caterpillar, rather than up to the juvenile in view, suggests that, either the adults were nesting behind the hedge with one or more birds yet to fledge, or that another fledged juvenile was hiding in the hedge and the juvenile we saw followed, hoping to get a part of that caterpillar.  
So, it looks like we had babies, a first for us.  Dark eyed juncos do breed in some isolated patches of southern California but this is generally at higher elevations.  Given the lack of previous late spring sightings of dark eyed juncos, this is likely to be the first successful breeding of a dark eyed junco on the Caltech campus in at least two or three decades.  If we make the gratuitous assumption that the mystery bird of a few weeks ago was a dark eyed junco, then the odd, not quite right for a junco, song would suggest a first year bird.  He hadn’t quite gotten the tune down properly but some passing female nevertheless found it to be attractive.  The cluster of very late season sightings we had this year is the tipoff for his success and it is one I hope to see again.   
From the first figure, dark eyed juncos have never been an overly common bird for the Caltech bird walk but recent years have seen a substantial uptick in sightings.  Note that this cannot be a Station fire effect because the jump in junco sightings started in 2007, well before the Station fire was even a flicker in the imagination of the arsonist who started it.  We appear to be picking up a few juncos that actually like it here and, since juncos tend to have site fidelity for wintering territories, they are likely to be back.  Perhaps, they are intellectuals.
I leave you with a wonderful shot (in my opinion) of an adult and juvenile dark eyed junco from an area where you would normally expect to find a juvenile (British Columbia).
http://vancouverislandbirds.com/Journal354.html
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The date: 5/15/2013
The week number: 20
The walk number: 1195
The weather: 74 F, partly cloudy

The walkers: John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Viveca Sapin-Areeda

The birds (22):

2   Northern Mockingbird

2   House Sparrow
2   Mourning Dove

10 House Finch
3   Anna's Hummingbird
1   Acorn Woodpecker
5   American Crow
2   White-throated Swift

6   Lesser Goldfinch

1   Spotted Towhee

1   Hawk, species (accipiter)

3   Band-tailed Pigeon

2   Common Raven

2   Black Phoebe

1   House Wren

1   Northern rough-winged Swallow

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

1   European Starling

3   Dark-eyed Junco

8   Bushtit

2   Red-tailed Hawk

1   Mallard

--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

6/12/13
