6/19/13

Summer is here.  Week 25 is the last week in this end of the year with a record high species count exceeding 20.  We had a terrific run last year with 24 and we saw 21 species in 2010.  So, unless we set a new record along the way, we won't be seeing another 20-species day for at least another ten weeks.  Still, one of the great things about bird walks, if you are number sensitive, is that you are really only competing with previous walks occurring at the same time of year.  The steroid enhanced migration walks of spring and fall are like distant relatives.  You may be aware of their existence but they aren't (generally) the sinew of the day.  
We may be able to ignore those 30+ bird extravaganzas, but, even with a week 25 point of view, we were still left spitting dust. It wasn't a particularly hot walk but the birds seemed to be unsure of themselves, as if the small birds feared that this was hawk weather and the hawks thought otherwise.  So, we come to a 15 bird walk, two above the median and half a dozen above the record low of nine set in 1992.
See the plots at http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/species_time.html and

http://birdwalks.caltech.edu/bird_data/two_plots.htm
We had two new walkers this week, Nishant Rao, another Ashish acolyte, and Jessica Williams, Jane's mother.  They are the 143rd and 144th walkers on the Caltech bird walk.  We have had an unusually high fluence of new walkers this year with eleven.  Only the full years of 2006 and 2007 show more and not even the Potter clan of 2001 (eight new walkers) can compete with a motivated Ashish.

Only the crows and lesser goldfinches crept to double digits.  The crows were scattered.  The best lesser hunting was in the general vicinity of Avery garden.  We saw only one swift and one Selasphorus hummingbird.  The latter was visiting the hummingbird lady's feeders.  She has been slowly increasing the number of feeders and is now up to four.  Generally speaking, one hummingbird feeder will net you one hummingbird, who will defend the feeder against all comers.  Two feeders next to each other will get you one hummingbird, who will defend the feeder against all comers.  As you increase the number of feeders, the number of hummingbirds that you attract suddenly increases dramatically.  There are just too many food sources attracting too many hummingbirds for one hummer, no matter how feisty, to defend.  Everybody gets a drink. 

You can argue, and I have, that summer is the best time to begin birding in southern California.  Yes, it's hot but you won't have to work with the bewildering array of species that clog the flyways up and down the coast during the fall and spring or with our many additional winter residents.  Learn the neighborhood summer birds and you are ready to try your hand at some summer residents that live further up slope (e.g., go on the Eaton Canyon bird walk, which happens every third Sunday of the month - you will know most but certainly not all of the birds that you will encounter on that walk).  If you want a less strenuous walk (one might say saunter), try the Arboretum bird walk, which happens on the first Saturday of every month.  You will pick up an overlay of summer residents and get an introduction to some basic water birds.  Of course, if you want to get serious, get in touch with the Pasadena Audubon Society.  They run a lot of trips designed to work with specific habitats and species.  You can be casual or obsessive.  You, your personality, and your family will define the bounds but practice defines the foundation and practice on a limited number of things at a time tends to set a superior foundation.
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I was torn over the bird of the week with two candidates of comparable quality.  Viveca spotted the first candidate.  Viveca is our speck specialist, so you might expect me to be discussing a possible raptor, but this time she gives us a California towhee in the recycling yard.  Jane did not get a look at this bird, which is a demerit.  A second possibility is the pair of acorn woodpeckers we saw in a palm tree near the current Child Care Center.  They were leaning out from the trunk of the tree a little below the crown, a very typical occurrence.  Jane did get a good look at these birds.  Both California towhees and acorn woodpeckers are sporadic captures for us because of habitat issues.  Acorn woodpeckers form family units of a few to several birds that center around food sources and granaries, where acorns can be stored.  You want the family to be centered off campus.  In-campus families don't last because Caltech too frequently (from a woodpecker perspective) prunes its trees, takes out snags (standing dead trees) and dead branches, and destroys granaries, where acorns are inserted for future use.  These are all traumatic events for an acorn woodpecker and the likely response to one of Caltech's many provocations is to abandon the territory.  The problem for towhees is different.  A California towhee wants a foraging area that has good low lying overhead cover with loose, kickable leaf litter covering the ground. If the area is too exposed, like the garden between the parking structures on Wilson, you won't find towhees, even if the food potential is good.  Bare ground, even if protected from any good lines of sight for potential predators, is viewed as barren.  There are only two solid towhee territories on campus that I know of.  The first is in front of the Health Center, where there is a line of Indian hawthorns with junipers at one end that is bounded in back by a hedge of trees and more bushes.  The ground under the hawthorns is kept too prissy clean to be attractive but there are sufficient foraging opportunities in the immediate area to compensate.  The second good spot is Avery garden.  The bushy area near the driveway is excellent towhee territory, as is the area near the street wall on the other side of the garden.   We also occasionally see towhees near Morrisroe but the high quality foraging options are more limited than at either Avery or the Health Center.
It should be clear from the figures that, in the end, I chose the Cal towhee as data bird of the week.  Taking aside the huge 2010 spike, this is a bird we encounter not more than a few times a year because the habitat is so poor.  We get sightings throughout the year but there is a clear breeding maximum between weeks 12 and 24.  For a photo, I leave you with a picture I took some years ago at Upper Newport Bay, near the Muth Interpretive Center.  It's not a great technical photo and wouldn't be one even with a lot of tlc but I love the composition.  It is dynamic and shows the basic field markings in a way that is evocative of the species, both in spirit and in physicality.
The date: 6/19/2013
The week number: 25
The walk number: 1200
The weather: 77 F, sunny

The walkers: Alan Cummings, John Beckett, Vicky Brennan, Nishant Rao, Jane Williams, Jessica Williams, Roy Williams, Viveca Sapin-Areeda

The birds (15):

1   Northern Mockingbird

3   House Finch
2   Anna's Hummingbird
2   Acorn Woodpecker

6   American Crow
1   Mallard

10 Lesser Goldfinch

1    White-throated Swift

1   Hummingbird, Selasphorus

1   Spotted Towhee

2   Band-tailed Pigeon

2   Bushtit

1   California Towhee

4   Black Phoebe

2   Common Raven
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--- John Beckett

Respectfully submitted,

Alan Cummings,

7/12/13
