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Bird Migration

I t's January and most of

my little birds have left for
sunnier climes. It wasn't for
lack of food in my feeders; they
were as tired of the cold rain as |
was. Migration is a much stud -
ied but little understood activ -
ity. The longest migration we
know of is not that of the Bar-tailed Godwit that
ies between New Zealand and Alaska by way
of Harbin China. It is the Arctic Tern that ies
from the North Pole 12,000 miles to Antarctica
and back, exploring both sides of the Atlantic as
it does. Their Siberian cousins migrate along the
Western Paci c.
But if you factor in the size of the bird, it would
be the little Ruby-throated Hummingbird that
ies from as far as New Brunswick, Canada
down the eastern seaboard, across the United

A gull ies over Half Moon Bay on its northward mi

States to Texas, and on down to Costa Rica.
Some have been sighted ying low across the
Caribbean — but how they do this without in-

ight refueling to quench their voracious need for
nectar is a question. (My hummingbirds tank up
on sugar water and are back 10 minutes later for
more!)

How do birds navigate and how do they know
where they are going? By the stars some specu -
late. Embedded magnetic particles in the brain
or ‘genetic memory’ say others. What | wonder
is, “How did the rst bird that migrated know
where it was going?”

Even Big Bird on PBS can't tell you that.

Every weekend | email a special bird photo to
Express readers. Email me at  SHENmaker@
M SN.com if youd like one. )

‘Til next month, Richard
whistlestop.org 11
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Klick! Klack! Klick!

e know very little
about how birds com-
municate. There are

hundreds of meager languages
and dialects, some with mini-
mal “word” combinations, others
with many. Beyond vocaliza-
tions such as predator warn-
ings, demands to be fed, and cries of lost chicks,
we understand few. We have little inkling as to
the content of the constant chatter of cheeps and
chirps at their early morning gatherings. Are
they sharing their dreams, commenting on the
weather or on who is nesting with whom? What-
ever, we are at a loss.

But not all bird talk is vocal — produced by a
voice box. Species lacking vocal apparatus resort

to dance displays, posturing, stomping, wing
beating, and occasionally, beak clapping.

The large, slow moving Jabiru Stork of Belize
and the Mexican Yucatan is one such. The Jabiru
“speaks” by klick-klacking its huge bill. This
particular male communicated to his mate by
standing atop her head, stepping about in vari-
ous positions for several minutes. I don’t know if
he was urging her to sit down on their egg or was
merely trying for a better view of the terrain. He
articulated few klacks but his mate uttered sev-
eral. I have no idea whether her klick-klacks were
endearing comments of love or if she was telling
him to get his stupid feet off her head! He stood
unperturbed and I remained uneducated 4+

‘T'il next month, Richard

whistlestop.org 11
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Mockingbirds, Virtuoso Songsters

ctually, I think Mock-
ingbirds are misnamed,;
they should be called
“Mimicbirds” because they do
4 not mock other birds or sounds,
| they mimic them. And they are
great mimics, rapidly learning
to copy almost any call of any
songbird they hear. Some learn as many as 200
calls. And not only bird sounds; they have been
known to mimic cell phone rings, ambulance si-
rens, squeaky gates, car horns, penny whistles
and other musical instruments.
Much of the Mockingbird’s singing is to at-
tract a mate, and the males do it while perform-

ing a little aerial dance. Typically the male will
perch on a tree top, then jump up and y verti-
cally for several feet, then y level for a few feet
and finally return at an angle to the tree top.
All in the space of three or four seconds, and
while singing its little heart out!

To catch these birds in the air I had to aim at
a blank space where I hoped they would jump
and trigger the shot as soon as they jumped. I
got more misses than hits but here are a few.

Every weekend I email a special bird photo to
Express readers, free. If you'd like to be on the
list, just ask me at SHENmaker@MSN.com. 4+

‘T'il next month, Richard
whistlestop.org 11
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Seeing Great Blue Herons

adly, the population of
Great Blue Herons in
Richardson’s Bay, where I
live, and at Stowe Lake in Gold-
en Gate Park has been dimin-
ishing year by year. Only two
nests at Stowe Lake this year;
there were seven four years ago.
Nest building was just getting underway when
I checked in late March. There were no baby
chicks in sight; however, by the time this issue is
on the street, the young chicks will be raucously
demanding food from both Mom and Dad.
Stowe Lake is the best spot in the Bay area
to see them nesting. For those of you who wish
to drive over and observe them, the nests are
high in the tall cypress trees by the paddle boat

dock at the north end of the lake. The best view
is from the lower path on an island just across
from the trees. I would suggest between 9:30
and 11lam on any sunny day. (On dark days it
is difficult to see the beautiful coloring on these
great birds.) You can get a better view of the
nesting birds from a slightly higher path, but the
spaces between trees is smaller, so you won’t see
the graceful birds in flight, as you can from the
lower path. Loud as they are, you will hear the
chicks from either vantage point. Bring binocu-
lars if you have them.

Every weekend I email a special bird photo to
Express readers, free. If youd like to be on the list,
just ask me at SHENmaker@MSN.com. 4+

“Til next month, Richard
whistlestop.org 11
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