3/6/2013

Well, we have our answer.  Three birders approach the starting point of the walk.  All have good hearing but one is sporting a large and comely pair of black ears felt.  In Melissa, we definitely have a cat (and just in case you were wondering, she did make what is likely to be a future semi-religious peregrination over to the Tournament Park sapsucker tree).  We have a pure feline.  We also had a nice walk.  The numbers were good, albeit not spectacular, spectacular at this time of year being defined as more than 30 species.  We saw 26 species, which is some distance away from the best (32 set last year) but well above the median of 20 and the low of eleven.  We take our feathers where we can find them and I'll give you one immediately.  Our bird of the week gives us 50 different species for the year. 
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and
http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
Construction of the child care center is on hold.  Caltech needs to sort out its differences with the local neighbors, who are suffering from the general dismay of potential screaming children (actually based on what I have heard around the current Child care center, this will not be disastrously bad).  No doubt the neighbors' idea of adequate mitigation is the removal of the Childcare center, which won't happen.  So, the weeds grow and sow and we have, like an ephemeral lake in winter, a riotous little patch of nature.  There are dozens of lesser goldfinches, yellow-rumped warblers, and house finches. Is there a rare bird flitting around in the midst of plenty?  This is worse than working shorebirds for oddities. Are there any purple finches mixed in with the house finches?  Sadly, no.  Are there any sparrows?  Caltech has transformed from sparrow territory to finch country over the last decade.  Nevertheless, we pick up a Lincoln's sparrow.  Are there American goldfinches mixed in with the lessers.  Yes!  Pine siskins?  We can always hope but, for this walk, hope is dashed.  We see no pine siskins.    In the end, we see a lot of birds in the weeds but not too many species.  We did, however, pick up a spotted towhee, the first of the year and, in the corner oak, we find the bird of the week, which I will describe below.  We had twenty species as we left the Maintenance yard.  It would be nice to say that Tournament Park was just as exciting.  It wasn't.  The highlight of the back half of the walk was a Townsend's warbler near the walkway adjacent to Dabney.  This is the same area that we saw a Townsend's a couple of weeks ago, probably the same bird, and it brings us to five Townsend's for the year and eight for the season.  Townsend's sightings decline after about week 8 but we will continue to have a reasonable chance of seeing one for the next month and there are rare sightings as far into the Spring as weeks 19-20 when the last of the laggards from Central America who are migrating north for the breeding season will have passed us by. 
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The bird of the week was first detected by Vicky with one of her classic “What’s that?” calls.  There’s no telling what a “What’s that?” bird is but they are usually interesting.  So, we focus in on the designated branch.  It was a light colored medium size bird mostly obscured by foliage.  Soon, a light colored bill with a dull greenish yellow head emerged followed by wing bars.  We had a female (or first year male) western tanager. There may have been a second tanager in another part of the oak but we were never quite able to convince ourselves that it wasn’t something else.  Now, at this point in the discussion, I would usually trot out a description of western tanagers as seen through the lens of the Caltech bird walk and, perhaps, note a few factoids about behavior or genetics.  For this walk, however, we introduce the novel concept of in-report figures and photos.  I will start with a couple of simple plots and see how it goes.  In the first figure, I show the number of western tanager sightings on the Caltech bird walk as a function of time and what you should take from this is that tanagers are not something we see every week or even every year.  Zero to three sightings a year is the typical dynamic range with one or two or none being typical.  Add them all up and you have 32 sightings in 26 years.  The glorious exception was 2011, when we saw half a dozen.   It's not clear why 2011 was such a good tanager year.  We picked up a couple of winter sightings, a couple Spring migration sightings, and a very rare early Fall sighting (almost certainly a juvenile).  I think we were the beneficiaries of statistics of small numbers.  It's not as if we were seeing the same bird on successive weeks and I also know that this was not a case of one person magically attracting tanagers to view as I can think of at least three different people who first sighted a particular tanager during 2011.  Nor do I think this is a delayed manifestation of the Station Fire since sightings dropped back to the norm in 2012, but who knows.  The other figure is a histogram of western tanager sightings by week number.  Alan gives probability plots for most CIT species but these are all binned by individual week for [image: image2.png]# of sightings
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52 weeks.  This is perfect for birds with a large number of sightings like yellow rumped warblers but, when there are few sightings, it's hard to see what is going on.  For tanagers, I lump sightings from 4 weeks into one bin and I "cheated" by starting the diagram in the last week of the year so that main line Spring migration sightings (weeks 17-19) would bin to one box.  That's life when you don't have a lot of sightings to play with.    My finagling yields a visual of the spike in weeks 17-19 associated with Spring migration, which extends occasionally to week 21 and an absence of tanagers during the summer.  Fall migration appears more muted but this is because I didn't set the bins to capture weeks 37-41 in one bin (there would be seven sightings).  Had I done so, the Fall migration pulse would have looked sharp and the Spring migration mushy.  The reality is that both are fairly sharp.  We get most of our western tanager sightings in weeks 17-19 and 37-41.  Fortunately for us, some western tanagers winter in our area and this means that we can encounter a tanager on the walk at any time between about week 37 in the Fall and week 21 the following year.  There is a gap in December, although that may be more a statement about the number of birders than the number of birds.  As far as I know, all of the locally wintering birds are females or first year males.  The adult males apparently like it warmer.
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I have been thinking that developing a gallery of photos of Caltech bird species acquired by Caltech birders (and other interested observers) would be highly desirable for Alan’s site.  I expect to approach this gingerly, perhaps by slipping in photos with walk reports until some critical mass is achieved and then leaping to form an identification & description format on Alan's site that would allow any Caltecher to take a decent stab at identifying and learning about pretty much any bird he or she encounters on or near campus.  However, we will need photos for this exercise.  Obviously, we can slip in photos taken off the internet with suitable attribution but photos by locals would, I think, be more desirable.  The photos need not be taken on campus or even in Pasadena but the photographer to credit, species, location and date (mainly month & day since season can be important) are needed. Also, photos of the most common birds are just as important as images of something we see once every twenty years.  Do you have a really good shot of a juvenile house sparrow?  Inundate Alan.  Also, dare to be bold.  Don't think that a photo has to be a perfect high resolution image in perfect focus.  If that were true, Sibley would be useless.  What is important for a photo is that some fraction of the relevant field markings or behavior for a species be clear.  I don’t have a decent shot of a western tanager, so, to start it off, I pick a different bird from the walk and offer a yellow-chevroned parakeet whose portrait I took at the LA Arboretum on March 4, 2005.  In this example, you can see lots of green and a pointy tail, which says parakeet, and a yellow stripe outlining part of the wing, which says either white-winged or yellow-chevroned parakeet.  The bill is light colored, which says that this is an adult.  The photo is not definitive versus a white-winged parakeet (same genus) because the white on the wing of a white-winged parakeet doesn't always show up when perched.   Once he takes off, however, there will be no mistaking which of the two species you are dealing with (the calls are also distinctive).  A white-winged parakeet will flash white from under the wing when he flies and the yellow-chevroned parakeet will show green.  So, based on our description, we could use a photo that shows a yellow-chevroned parakeet in flight from below.  

The date: 3/6/2013
The week number: 10
The walk number: 1186
The weather: 60 F, partly cloudy

The walkers: Alan Cummings, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Melissa Ray, Viveca Sapin-Areeda, Carole Worra


The birds (26):

1   Northern Mockingbird
1   House Sparrow

8   House Finch
7   Anna's Hummingbird
8   American Crow
2   European Starling
1   Common Raven
25 Yellow-rumped Warbler

2   Red-shouldered Hawk
40 Lesser Goldfinch
3   Ruby-crowned Kinglet
4   American Goldfinch
22 Bushtit

1   Lincoln’s Sparrow

1   Spotted Towhee
1   Orange-crowned Warbler

1   Red-whiskered Bulbul

1   Western Tanager

1   Downy Woodpecker

1   Bewick’s Wren

6   Black Phoebe
10 Band-tailed Pigeon
1   Hawk, Species

2   Yellow Chevroned Parakeet

1  Townsend’s Warbler

2  Mallard


--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

3/27/13

