6/12/13

There is a power in nine.  It draws and disperses, naive and profound, a tangible bridge but to where or when?  The morning has no revelation but there are keys in the cables parents lay.  Seemingly sessile, they come to a day in early May when shading a hand against the glaring sun to see.  Mourning cloaks have crossed the Bosporus. 
On this walk, we had two new walkers, Jane Williams, currently aged nine, and her father, Roy.  They are the 141st and 142nd walkers to join the Caltech bird walk.  Jane left us with a sense of enthusiasm and a new word, "binocularize," as in "I need to binocularize that bird."  Alan seemed especially taken by the term.  You could see him rolling the word around in his mind as the walk progressed and he tried to decide just what the bounds of proper usage might be.  It's hard to say, of course, but a word like this could infect the entire country.
The bird count was less impressive than our new vocabulary.  We came up with just 15 species.  Although identical to the median for week 24, one always hopes for more.

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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I get to pick a bird of the week.  Sometimes, a great view or an unusual bird drives the choice but, this week, we had no stellar views and no unexpected birds.  The choice becomes a little arbitrary.  So, taking an arbitrary vein, I thought it would be worthwhile to talk a bit about our ravens.  

Common ravens are a fine example of a Caltech species that has shown an order of magnitude increase in sightings frequency, from a few on average in the first decade of the walk to more than thirty a year in the last three years.  To a large degree, this likely reflects ravens successfully breeding on campus, even when crow populations were still high prior to the advent of West Nile virus a decade ago.  People tend to think of West Nile as a disease afflicting crows disproportionately but it is just as deadly for ravens and other members of the family, like scrub jays.  There was a drop in common raven sightings in 2004-2005 when West Nile first ran through the California corvids but raven sightings recovered quickly, suggesting that they have been opportunistically invading territory previously dominated by crows.   The number of sightings has been in decline recently but this is playing with small variations.  We are currently on a pace consistent with another 30+ sightings year.  If it works out to be 28 or 29, it might be worth trying to figure out where the losses are coming from but, so far, it appears that we are simply missing ravens in odd weeks within periods that we might reasonably expect to see them.  There is probably a connective thread in the absence but it's probably not related to nesting success.  Ravens have continued to fledge successfully on campus throughout the last three years.  So far, I haven't been able to put my finger on what, if anything, is underlying the apparent decline.  
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A common raven can be seen on any walk of the year (second figure) but sightings mostly come in two broad swells, peaking late in the year, around week 49, and again in the spring, around week 12.  Ravens are least likely to be seen in the depths of the summer (weeks 30-38; i.e., mid-July to mid-September).  At first sight, this might seem to be some sort of migratory signature but common ravens are not migratory, so we are likely seeing dispersal after fledging in the early summer with a subsequent return to breeding territories in the winter and breeding in the spring and early summer.  Once the young have fledged, both parents and young tend to move out of the natal territory and check other areas in the region for improved foraging and teachable moments (the fledglings will stay with their parents until mid-summer).  So, we tend to lose our Parsons-Gates ravens during the summer but we may gain the odd raven wandering by from elsewhere in the region.  Later in the fall, our local ravens will gradually settle back into specific territories and, if we have a Caltech pair picking up residence, the sightings frequency rises dramatically.
Now, you might say that our common ravens are like any common raven you might run across, whether in Maine or San Diego, Guatemala or Kirghizistan, Iceland or France.  Visually, you may be right, although there are sufficient morphological differences to support multiple subspecies.  After all, a modifier like "common" would seem to bask the species but, genetically, California's common ravens are distinctive.    The mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) of a raven from Minnesota looks pretty much like the mtDNA of a raven from Mongolia but neither is very close to that of a raven from Pasadena.   In fact, our ravens may be more closely related to Chihuahuan ravens, which are recognized as a separate species, than they are to the other "common ravens."  There was probably a past isolation of the California population from the general population of common ravens but the genetic drift has been insufficient to drive them into a separate species.          
So, you see a fairly large black bird and you are faced with a classic birding dilemma.  Is this a crow or is it a raven?  Below, I have a set of paired panels with ravens to the right. The first set shows silhouettes of a soaring crow and raven.  Check the tail.  A crow's tail will be relatively squared off and the raven's distinctly rounded.  Also, notice that the outline of the crow's tail extends straight into the body.  The outline of the raven's tail is more rounded at the end and bulbous, leading to a paddle like appearance.  That seems robust enough but it carries temptations that can get you into trouble.  When either bird comes in for a landing, tail feathers will be spread for braking and the tail will present as a rounded form.  Based on your astute training as an observer of soaring birds, you will conclude that you are seeing a raven and, most likely, you will be wrong.  Also, remember that when a bird trades altitude for speed, the tail will tighten and this will deemphasize the paddle form of a raven's tail (a hint that this may be going on is a sharp bend at the "wrist" at the leading edge of the wing, something you will also see in hawks).  A lot of flapping is usually the purview of a crow and persistent soaring, except on very windy days, will likely reveal a raven.    However, form does not always follow function and you will sometimes see a raven in a hurry to get somewhere, flapping away.  Look at the wing beat.  When a crow is flapping, the downbeat tends to be quite deep and fairly fast.  The wing beat for a raven will tend to be shallow and slow compared to a crow.  Crows tend to live in numbers.  If you see one or two big black birds chasing a hawk, they could be either crows or ravens.  If it's twenty black birds chasing a hawk, they are far more likely (but not for sure) to be crows than ravens.  Size is always a dicey motif for birds but when crows and ravens are together (e.g., crows chasing a raven), the raven will appear decidedly larger.  

So, your bird is not flying.  Now what?  If you can get a good view of the bird's head, concentrate on the bill relative to the head.  The raven's bill is much heavier, shows a hook on the top mandible, and is fairly straight on the bottom.  The raven's body has a heavier frame and it tends to look a little shaggier than a crow.  If the bird is a vocalizing raven, you may see the neck ruff (or hackles) protruding.  There may be a bit of a bulge in the crow’s neck within the call but you won’t see a profusion of hackles flaring out in a visual cacophony of accompaniment
Vocalization can be definitive.  You can think of a raven as a baritone and a crow as a tenor, although juvenile ravens are higher pitched than the adults.  The following pair of recordings would be fairly typical examples for adults of each species but keep in mind that crows, in particular, can produce a lot of strange sounds.  When I first moved into Sierra Madre, I walked out into the back yard and heard a baby calling "Momma!"  "Momma!"  "Momma!"  The sound seemed to be coming from up the hill but I soon realized that "baby" was much closer, forty feet up, and covered in black feathers.  Over several succeeding generations, I would hear echoes of "Momma" but the entire clan died in the great West Nile epidemic.  I haven't heard a "Momma" bird since 2006.     
crow: http://www.xeno-canto.org/131445
raven: http://www.xeno-canto.org/104704
The date: 6/12/2013
The week number: 24
The walk number: 1199
The weather: 72 F, partly cloudy

The walkers: Alan Cummings, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Jane Williams, Roy Williams, Ashish Mahabal, Viveca Sapin-Areeda

The birds (15):

2   Northern Mockingbird

2   Mourning Dove

6   House Finch
4   Anna's Hummingbird
1   Acorn Woodpecker

10 American Crow
6   Lesser Goldfinch

10 Bushtit

2   Band-tailed Pigeon

4   Black Phoebe

3   White-throated Swift

2   Common Raven

1   Wren, species

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

1   Black-chinned Hummingbird



 HYPERLINK "http://www.nationalparkstraveler.com/2010/06/creature-feature-common-raven-uncommonly-intelligent-bird5933" 
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soaring crow on left: http://naturemappingfoundation.org/natmap/facts/crow_vs_raven.html
soaring raven on right: http://www.nationalparkstraveler.com/2010/06/creature-feature-common-raven-uncommonly-intelligent-bird5933





American crow on left: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:American_Crow_SanDiego_RWD.jpg
Common raven on right: http://ravenlifebycarmenmandel.blogspot.com/2011/02/crow-and-raven.html
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Left: crow making much noise but no hackles.  Note the smooth neck.  Right: Raven showing neck ruff: http://birdlightwind.com/tag/common-raven/
--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

6/25/13
