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A DESERT AWAKENING

THE cold, crisp, morning air made me shiver while I quickly loaded my remaining camera gear into the van. I had made most preparations the night before, but expensive lenses are always a last-minute addition. The heater was on in my van and I was ready to jump inside to get warm. The early spring desert temperatures would climb from the crisp, mid 30s to nearly 80 degrees Fahrenheit, and I was anticipating a great photo morning. The sky was clear overhead with brilliant stars twinkling among the many constellations. Only a few clouds hung low over the horizon, hopefully enough to reflect the beauty of the rising sun, but not so many as to interfere with my photo aspirations.

I couldn’t wait to get to the Red-tailed Hawks’ nest I had been watching from a distance for nearly two months. I had waited for the eggs to hatch before setting up my blind and attempting to photograph because I didn’t want my intrusion to stress the adults, thus causing them to abandon the eggs. Now, two fuzzy white nestlings would be awakening to a new dawn and patiently waiting for the first feast of the day.

Still in darkness so the adults could not see my arrival, I carefully made my way over the brushy, rocky terrain and slipped inside my blind with fifty pounds of camera gear and my one-cup thermos of hot coffee. (It’s a good thing hawks have no sense of smell!) Finally, with camera in place, I could relax while I waited for the perfect light and some fun action. In the meantime, I sat in awe, becoming a part of one of the most beautiful experiences nature has to offer: The awakening desert.

Crepuscular light allowed me to see some movement in the nest while behind me the eastern sky was beginning to come alive with ever-increasing intensity. Crimson hues intermingled with golden rays as the sunlight filtered through the cloud bank hovering over the mountainous horizon. Desert smells, especially those of dew-covered creosotes, mingled with my aromatic coffee while dawning light seemed to orchestrate the symphonic medley of the awakening, diurnal avian world. A Curve-billed Thrasher loudly greeted the day with its two-whistled call and was soon joined by Gambel’s Quail, Mourning Doves, Gila Woodpeckers, Gilded Flickers, and Cactus Wrens. Breeding season had found these exquisite songsters energetic and with perfect vocal conditioning. To my left I could hear a Verdin’s distinctive, incessant call as it twitted among the branches of a creosote bush while gleaning insects for its breakfast. Somewhere in the distance, I could hear the low, harsh whisper of the Black-tailed Gnatcatcher.

The cloud bank was rising with the sun and I would have to wait a bit longer for the appropriate light to capture the nest with my lens. The large, bulky structure made of sticks was securely resting in the arms of a giant saguaro growing on the edge of a dry wash. Ecotones, areas where one type of habitat cuts through another, such as this create ideal birding habitats. Dense mesquite, palo verde, catclaw, and creosote bushes along with saguaro and cholla cacti offer nesting sites and protection, while seeds, insects, rodents, reptiles, and nectar fulfill food needs.

I kept my focus on the birds’ home. Two years ago a pair of Great Horned Owls raised two owlets in this same nest. Now I could clearly see the two Red-tailed nestlings anxiously watching the sky. Neither adult was visible, and I could only hope that the sun would break above the cloud bank before one of them came flying home with breakfast. Several times in the past two weeks they had brought food to the young in the pre-dawn light while I watched with total fascination. I needed full sunlight for photographing, however. Maybe I would luck out this morning.

Finally the sun emerged from behind me, and shortly thereafter I realized the young were reacting to something. Through small peepholes in my blind I scanned the sky and detected motion. One of the adults was flying low over the terrain and quickly dropped out of sight to approach from a wash. Swooping up from behind the saguaro, the magnificent raptor gracefully landed with a squirming snake in its talons. Suddenly the nest was full of activity! The youngsters watched with mouths agape and tiny wings upheld while the female skillfully gained control of the reptile.

When the young first hatched, the female had been brooding the nestlings while the male hunted and brought food to the nest, but this morning it was the larger female who triumphantly flew home with breakfast. Withholding my own excitement, I clicked away as she finally conquered the snake then began tearing away tiny pieces of flesh with her sharp beak while holding the rest of it down with her talons. Even though my camera made whirring sounds each time it advanced a frame, she paid little attention. She had accepted the presence of my blind, and because there was no apparent motion, she felt no threat.

I watched and photographed for some time while she fed the young and herself as well. After breakfast, she stayed with the now-subdued nestlings awhile, then disappeared into the sky, perhaps to join the male on another hunting foray. With full tummies, the young pair snuggled down for a morning nap. I searched the tops of bushes and saguaros, finally satisfying myself that the adults were away, then gathered my gear and left the sleeping nestlings in peace. What a way to wake up in the morning!

The photographing light had passed its peak, so I returned home to write during the less-productive birding hours. But before I sat down to my computer, I would relax, sit quietly, and revel in the morning’s adventure. The joy I experience while photographing birds is spiritual, simple, and fulfilling. I never cease to be amazed by the colors, shapes, and designs displayed by every species, not to mention the special niche each plays in the order of life. Feeling at one with nature, I become part of the experience before me. We need scientific knowledge, but we also desperately need the intuitive knowledge that comes by: experiencing the purity of nature, and knowing we are part of it; seeing beauty, and realizing we cannot live without it; and respecting all life, because therein lies the key to our own existence. My thoughts carried me to a statement made by Sylvia Eral in speaking of her beloved sea, “Nature is vital to our well-being-to our own existence. We are putting ourselves in jeopardy. When it is gone, we are gone.”

My purpose in this book is twofold: to provide the birder with descriptive and behavioral information about bird species found in the deserts and grasslands of the southwest; and to enhance and encourage the joy of living in harmony with nature. I have seen well-intentioned birders, including myself, unknowingly contribute to the demise of some bird species. A little knowledge adds to the joy and assures the protection of our beloved feathered friends. Knowledge and beauty go hand in hand. It is my hope that this book will assist you in your own “Desert Awakening.”


[image: e9781461732600_i0002.jpg]

Red-tailed Hawk Nestlings








HOT SOUTHWESTERN DESERTS

THE deserts of the world come in two types: Hot and cold. Hot deserts receive the majority of their precipitation in the form of rain, while snow is the main source of moisture in the cold deserts. Regardless of temperature, the single factor that defines a desert is dryness. This book is devoted to the hot deserts of southern California, southern Arizona, and southern New Mexico, specifically the regions of the Mojave, Sonoran, and Chihuahuan deserts as determined by Davis E. Brown and Charles H. Lowe in Biotic Communities of the Southwest. It also includes the grasslands that adjoin these areas or that are interspersed among them. Deserts separate mountains from and blend into grasslands. Because of the geographical proximity of these varied biomes, and because of the diversity created by the convergence of two or more ecotones, birding opportunities abound in the southwestern lowlands.

The lowest elevation, not only of the U.S. deserts but on the entire continent, is in the Death Valley National Monument in the Mojave Desert. At 282 feet below sea level, the habitat generally consists of sparse, low-growing vegetation. In the higher elevations within the same desert, the unique joshua tree with its spiny arms may reach 50 feet in height. The Mojave Desert borders a “cold desert”—the Great Basin Desert–to the north, the Sierra Nevada and Tehachapi Mountains to the west, and the San Bernardino Mountains to the south. The hot Sonoran Desert to the east transitions into a varied blend of vegetation. This desert-scrub biome is the smallest of the four North American deserts.

Less than one-third of the Sonoran Desert lies in Arizona and California; the remaining two-thirds extends southward into Baja California and Sonora, Mexico. Still, the Sonoran covers more area in the United States than either the Mojave or the Chihuahuan desert. Considered a subtropical desert, the Sonoran Desert’s vast biome contains an amazing diversity of plant species, enough to even appear lush in some areas. As a result, higher numbers of birds abound here.

Seven subdivisions comprise the Sonoran Desert, only two of which are in the United States. The largest subdivision is the Lower Colorado River Valley encompassing the area between the Colorado River–the desert’s eastern boundary, and the San Bernardino Mountains and Mojave Desert, which join it on the northern and western extremities. In this portion of the desert, riparian habitat and agricultural areas are surrounded largely by creosote bushes and white bur sage. The Salton Sea, Imperial Valley, and the Colorado River provide winter habitat for many bird species. As the elevation rises to the Arizona Upland Division, palos verdes, ocotillos, chollas, and ironwoods prevail. This portion receives more annual precipitation and is the least “desert-like.” In fact, it is termed an arboreal desert, sometimes called the Arizona Desert, Paloverde-cacti Desert. The saguaro cactus is a specialty along with organ pipe cactus and a large diversity of other cacti. The Arizona portion of this profuse subdivision extends from the Mexican border and ends just north of Phoenix, and from the Colorado River eastward to the Buckskin Mountains. “Sky island”–mountains that rise abruptly from the desert floor—and grassy steppes provide additional habitats for a diverse array of bird species.

The Chihuahuan Desert reaches its lowest elevation at 1,000 feet above sea level along the Rio Grande River, which is the main drainage system for this area. It is the highest of the three deserts discussed in this book. Nearby, grasslands and desert-scrub may turn into rugged mountains reaching 5,000 feet above sea level. Four fingers of this vast desert extend between mountain ranges in the vicinity of the Mexican border, as far north and west as Socorro, New Mexico, and Benson, Arizona. Creosote and tarbush dominate this region.

The Mojave Desert receives most of its precipitation during winter while the Chihuahuan Desert benefits largely from summer monsoons. Located between them, the sub-tropical Sonoran Desert is bimodal, receiving both summer and winter moisture. In all three deserts, the precipitation averages less than ten inches per year, and rapid evaporation exacerbates dry conditions. Freezing temperatures occur in all three hot deserts, and summer temperatures often exceed 100 degrees Fahrenheit.

The diversity of the Southwestern deserts intrigues the visitor. Angles, shapes, patterns, contrasts, and colors begin to take form in one’s perception, and are quickly followed by a realm of emotional responses and a variety of questions: “What grotesque shapes! How beautiful! How does life survive? How hot does the desert get? Why are some parts of the desert so different from others? How barren! What rugged mountains! How could this lush vegetation be called desert?” And, yes of course in some areas, “Look at those sand dunes!” Whatever the line of questioning or the degree of exclamation, one is usually left in a state of awe.
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Map 1. Hot Southwestern Deserts.








DESERT BIRDING

BIRDING the southwestern deserts and grasslands is an exciting adventure. Resident birds share their arena with multitudes of visiting and migrating species, while some tropical specialties sporadically appear north of the Mexican border to thrill the observant birder. Where water exists, bird populations are greatest, especially migratory and transitory species that may not be adapted to desert life and must drink water and bathe daily. Most resident birds are equipped to obtain moisture from the food they eat, but water sources are a precious commodity to them as well.

In the desert and grassland areas, the composite total of bird species ranging in abundance from common to occasional reaches a staggering 440. Eight bird charts from diversified locations in the Mojave, Sonoran, and Chihuahuan deserts are included, along with a section listing twenty prime desert birding locations. Descriptions, behavioral information, and photographs will assist the birder in identifying 200 common, uncommon, and rare birds who frequent desert habitats as residents, migrants, or winter residents.

Birding populations vary greatly according to season. Abundance is indicated within each chapter as well as on the charts in the appendix using the following codes:

C—Common to Abundant: Easily found in suitable habitat.

U—Uncommon to Fairly Common: Found where looked for in suitable habitat, but can be missed.

R—Rare to Very Uncommon: More often missed than seen, even when looked for in suitable habitat.

O—Occasional: Normally less than five individuals per season during any given year, but to be looked for.

X—Accidental: Less than ten records for the entire area, and not to be expected.

I believe that the majority of birders are hooked on birding for the pure and simple joy of it. There is nothing more freeing than hearing a medley of birdsongs announce the arrival of a new day, and quietly feeling as much a part of nature as the vocalists themselves. There is nothing more touching than watching a covey of newly hatched quail scamper after their parents. And there is nothing more inspiring than witnessing the sights and sounds of thousands of Sandhill Cranes as they fly into an intense desert sunset. It is my hope that this book will enhance your own special connection with nature.


[image: e9781461732600_i0004.jpg]

Map 2. Desert Birding Hotspots. Addresses listed in Appendix 2.








Section 1

WATER/WETLAND BIRDS

WATER in the southwestern deserts and grasslands is a precious commodity to say the least. Where there is water, however, one can usually be assured that there are birds. Lakes, ponds, rivers, and streams attract many species, especially migratory and wintering birds. Included in this section are seabirds, waterfowl, wading birds, and shorebirds.

 


Pied-billed Grebe1 
Eared Grebe1 
Western Grebe1 
American White Pelican 
Brown Pelican1 
Double-crested Cormorant1 
American Bittern 
Least Bittern 
Great Blue Heron1 
Great Egret1 
Snowy Egret1 
Cattle Egret1 
Green Heron1 
Black-crowned Night-heron1 
White-faced Ibis1 
Greater White-fronted Goose 
Lesser Snow Goose1 
Ross’ Goose

Canada Goose1 
Green-winged Teal1 
Mallard1 
Northern Pintail1 
Blue-winged Teal 
Cinnamon Teal1 
Northern Shoveler1 
Gadwall 
American Wigeon1 
Canvasback 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck1 
Common Merganser 
Red-breasted Merganser 
Ruddy Duck1 
Sora 
Common Moorhen 
American Coot1 
Greater Sandhill Crane1 
Killdeer1 
Black-necked Stilt1

American Avocet1 
Greater Yellowlegs1 
Solitary Sandpiper1 
Willet1 
Spotted Sandpiper 
Whimbrel 
Long-billed Curlew1 
Marbled Godwit 
Western Sandpiper 
Least Sandpiper1 
Long-billed Dowitcher 
Common Snipe 
Wilson’s Phalarope 
Red-necked Phalarope 
Heermann’s Gull1 
Ring-billed Gull1 
California Gull 
Caspian Tern 
Forster’s Tern


PIED-BILLED GREBE2


Podilymbus podiceps

Description: Small, gray-brown body; white undertail coverts; breeding–buff-colored bill with dark ring, black chin; non-breeding-plain bill; white chin

The Pied-billed Grebe measures twelve to fifteen inches long and is unique among grebes because it is the only one without a white wing patch or pointed bill. It does have the typical thin neck characteristic of other grebes, but the bill is rather thick, resembling that of a chicken.

Its upperparts are gray-brown while the underparts are whitish. Breeding plumage includes a black throat patch, white beneath the tail, and a ring around its buff-colored bill. In the fall, the Pied-billed Grebe loses its throat patch as well as the black ring. The bill then appears more yellowish.

The Pied-billed Grebe is perhaps the most aquatic of all birds, using lobed feet to expertly propel through the water. Seldom does this species appear on land, but when it does, this little grebe is extremely awkward, and can therefore be quite comical.

The Pied-billed Grebe is most noted for a continual cow-cow-cow-cow-cow-cow-hu sound during nesting season, but it also has a very low yelping call. This boisterous water bird sings all day and can even be heard at night, beginning slowly at first, then getting faster and faster.

Its stubby little body may be seen “running” across the surface of the water as it gains speed and momentum for takeoff. Once in the air, it is a strong flier. In the water it floats with its rear above the surface, making the white tail covert very conspicuous.


Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The Pied-billed Grebe is one of the season’s first nesting water birds in the Southwest, and may be seen constructing its floating nest as early as February. This rather wary grebe is very secretive, and often only one pair is seen on a pond. It does mix with other waterfowl, however, which makes it even more inconspicuous. When other grebes are on the same water source, it claims an area of thirty yards or more from other nests.

This seclusive grebe can sink out of sight in a split second with only a trace of a ripple to indicate its existence. Often, only the head emerges like a periscope as it scans the area before completely showing itself.

The nest is constructed by both sexes in shallow water where aquatic vegetation thrives. It approximates one foot in diameter and is made of decaying plant parts attached to an underwater foundation, which allows it to float above the water but secures it from sliding away.

The three to ten eggs are incubated by both parents, and are covered with pliable nesting materials to camouflage and regulate temperature if both adults leave the nest at the same time. The eggs are pale blue at first, then turn to a buff coloration during incubation. They are oval in shape with a smooth or sometimes chalky finish.

Both sexes also aid in the rearing of the young and, characteristic only of Grebes, carry the young on their backs while diving underwater. At night the family stays in the vicinity of the nest. It is thought that because of these close bonding behaviors, it is difficult for the fledglings to break the ties with their parents. Once the young can fend for themselves, the parents may actually drive the fledglings away by pecking at them. Occasionally the adult will even peck the youngster to death if it continually resists leaving.




Habitat and Diet

The Pied-billed Grebe may be seen year round in the Southwestern lowlands on freshwater ponds, marshes, and lakes, as well as salt bays in winter. It prefers open water with aquatic vegetation.

Its diet consists of fish, frogs, snails, crawfish, and insects. This grebe is an expert diver and swimmer, and is extremely skilled at capturing prey under water.




Supplemental Information

I’m always pleased to see this tiny waterfowl, especially during breeding season when the ring on its bill is apparent. One day as I crossed a bridge over a small stream of water, I glanced down and noticed a Pied-billed Grebe swimming upstream with a small fish in its bill. I was on a back road and no cars were coming, so I stopped to observe.

The little grebe was caught in the current and was swimming in place while simultaneously trying to swallow the fish. Eventually, I could see just the fish’s tail sticking out of its mouth, when suddenly the whole fish was coughed into the air and snatched again by the determined bird. I watched for ten minutes while the grebe manipulated the fish first one way, then another. Finally, it managed to swallow the fish, and then drifted away downstream, giving in to the flow of the water.






EARED GREBE3


Podiceps nigricollis

Description: Black, crested head; red eye; dark back; breeding–golden ear tufts; non-breeding-white neck and chin

 



The Eared Grebe measures twelve to fourteen inches long, and has a thin neck and a tailless appearance. The feet are placed far back toward the rump. Both sexes appear similar and in breeding plumage have a black, crested head and neck, golden ear tufts, brownish-black back, and rufous coloration below. The red iris is a very prominent attribute.

In winter, the Eared Grebe has a lighter gray face, and a white neck and breast that make it appear similar to the Horned Grebe. Its bill points upward, however, while that of the Horned Grebe points straight ahead.

Grebes are equipped with flat, lobed toes, which they use like propellers to maneuver efficiently through the water. These diving birds are most graceful in water but, because of their unique foot construction, are so clumsy on land that they usually avoid taking their feet out of water.

The Eared Grebe’s utterance has been described as a squeaky poo-eep or keryeep. It is usually heard as it performs mating displays in the middle of a lake.


Habitat and Diet

The Eared Grebe is fairly common during the winter in the southern, warmer regions of the Southwest, but seldom breeds in this territory. It can be found on ponds, salt bays, and open lakes where emergent vegetation thrives.

The Eared Grebe is a diver, and it can either simply sink into the depths below or dive from the surface to obtain a variety of food choices such as fish, insects, crustaceans, frogs, and vegetable matter.

This common winter transient of the lowlands migrates at night. During the daytime, it is found on water sources bordered with reeds, in congregations large enough to accommodate many pairs.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

Synchronization is a word to describe the behavior of the Eared Grebe. Not only does precise timing occur in the breeding process, as all young in the colony hatch at the same time, but also in the building of the nest, feeding, and even resting. When disturbed, every bird simultaneously disappears beneath the surface of the water and reappears out in the middle of the lake. When the danger has passed, they all dive under again, and suddenly appear on their nests.

These amazing birds choose nesting sites only a few feet apart, and both sexes construct the shallow, platform-type nests in a few hours. Although it appears fragile and sometimes even sinks slightly below the water, thus allowing the eggs to get wet, the nest is actually very substantial. It is made to rise and fall with the water level, and therefore is attached to vertical shafts of vegetation in such a fashion that allows it to float up and down the shaft without floating away. Even though the nest appears haphazard, it is constructed with foresight and deliberation.

The nest is lined with decaying vegetation, and the three or four whitish eggs are covered with algae to help conceal them as well as to maintain a constant temperature during the incubation period. Both sexes participate in the process as well as with the feeding and rearing of the young.

After the young are hatched, each parent takes part of the brood and goes its own way. Within about three weeks, the young are capable of taking care of themselves.




Supplemental Information

The Eared Grebe breeds in colonies and has its own specialized technique of self-preservation that assures its ongoing reproduction. In a finely tuned, synchronized fashion, each female in the colony lays eggs on the exact same timetable, thus allowing for the simultaneous hatching of the young. With so many eggs and so many young present at the same time, it is more likely that some will survive predation. The supply simply exceeds the demand, and the species can continue to thrive. The inner wisdom and unfolding of nature never cease to amaze me!






WESTERN GREBE4


Aechmophorus occidentalis

Description: Long, black-and-white neck; black crown extending below eye; greenish-yellow bill

 



Not only is the Western Grebe the largest grebe in the Southwestern lowlands, it is also the most regal-looking. Aptly nicknamed “Swan Grebe,” it is graced with a long, slender, slate-and-white neck. The entire upper parts including the head are slate-black, while underparts are starkly contrasting white. A red eye is completely surrounded by dark plumage, distinguishing it from the Clark’s Grebe whose red eye is usually encircled with white feathers. The long, slender, sharply pointed bill is greenish-yellow with a dark ridge along the top. Both sexes are similar and measure twenty-two to twenty-nine inches long.

Although rarely seen in flight, an obvious white wing stripe may be seen when it does fly. Usually it prefers staying in the middle of open water where lobed toes enable it to swim quickly and effortlessly. These water birds tend to remain in loose flocks during winter. Its call is a loud creet-creet heard most often during breeding season.


Habitat and Diet

These graceful, aquatic birds are fairly common transient and winter residents in the Southwestern lowlands, but may be seen year round on the Colorado River. Lakes and sewage ponds offer protection in other desert areas. As skillful divers, they obtain most food from the depths of the water. A varied diet consists of aquatic vegetable matter, fish, crustaceans, insect larvae, and even frogs.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

Western Grebes “dance” on the water in a breathtaking mating display. In pairs (sometimes of the same sex) they approach each other with heads low, dip their bills in the water, then shake them to make a clicking sound. Suddenly, in synchronization, they rise, arch their necks in an “S” curve, and begin dancing across the water. Sometimes hundreds of pairs may be seen displaying together.

Western Grebes often nest in large colonies near waters bordered by aquatic vegetation along with other bird species such as herons, pelicans, and terns. The male brings material to the nesting site while the female does the actual construction. The nest floats to accommodate water level fluctuation, but is securely anchored to solid stalks. Both sexes share the task of incubating three to four bluish-white eggs for twenty-three days; then begin the task of feeding the young, and ultimately teaching them to feed themselves.






AMERICAN WHITE PELICAN

Pelecanus erythrorhynchos

Description: White; black secondary and wing tips; large, yellow bill with expanding gular pouch; breeding–hard plate on orange bill

 



Bulky yet graceful, grotesque yet majestic, aggressive yet harmonious, this magnificent bird is full of paradoxes. Awkward on the ground, this large, bulky bird flies seemingly effortlessly once airborne. With a nine-and-one-half-foot wing span, its flight is a combination of flapping and sailing. Deep, powerful wingbeats are among the slowest of any bird species.

Buoyantly floating on the water’s surface, the fifty-four- to seventy-inch-long White Pelican appears entirely white, but in flight the major wing feathers show black. Its huge bill is yellow-orange and measures up to eighteen inches in length. From the lower mandible an extendible pouch remains contracted and is used only as a “net” for catching fish. Fully flexed it reaches up to six inches in depth and will hold several quarts of water. In the breeding season a pale, yellow crest appears on the back of the head and a hard, plate-like projection extends from the upper mandible; both are shed with the fall molt.

The sexes are similar, and juveniles are dusky with gray bills. This large bird is usually silent, but in breeding season it may be heard making low, grunting sounds.


Habitat and Diet

The American White Pelican is a rare to uncommon transient in areas of the Southwestern lowlands where large, shallow bodies of water contain ample fish, its main diet. It is a year-round visitor along the Colorado River and at the Salton Sea, but no longer nests in either area.

Unlike the Brown Pelican, the American White Pelican does not dive from the air for fish. Instead it feeds by swimming jointly in a line with other pelicans, scooping up fish that swim near the water’s surface into its extended pouch. This is a form of team hunting where pelicans are often seen extending their wings to shade the water from the sun, thus allowing better visibility of fish. Sometimes they encircle a school of fish, then slowly move in closer to scoop up the entrapped victims.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

Moving northwest for breeding territories, the American White Pelican chooses large lakes with islands conducive to nesting. This conspicuous species needs the protection offered by remote islands because it nests on the ground and its bulky size restricts it from fast escapes.

Tight colonies contain nests as close as two feet from each other on bare ground, or on a mound consisting of pebbles, sand, or other debris found near the site. Both sexes incubate the one to three dull, white eggs which appear to be streaked with blood. They hatch after thirty days, then the adults are kept busy feeding the hungry youngsters by regurgitating a fishy soup the nestlings take directly from the parent’s pouch. Gradually more solid food is made available until the youngsters are finally eating entire fish.






BROWN PELICAN5


Pelecanus occidentalis

Description: Large, brown body; white neck-front and head; back of neck chestnut; large, flat bill; non-breeding-head mostly white

 



This magnificent water bird with a comical appearance is really one of the most graceful large birds when in flight. It is fifty inches long and has a wingspan of six and one-half feet, making it slightly smaller than the American White Pelican.

The adults are alike in appearance. The glossy, gray-brown body displays white on the front of the neck and head, with a touch of yellow showing on the forehead. In its breeding plumage, the back of the neck is accented by a beautiful chestnut coloration. In winter plumage, the yellow on the head is lighter, and the rest of the head and neck are entirely white. The immature is grayish brown above with whitish underparts changing slightly for several years until finally acquiring adult plumage.

The Brown Pelican has a flat bill, which often rests on the breast while the bird perches on a rock or post or floats high in the water. In flight the head is hunched back on the shoulders. Its gigantic throat pouch is extremely flexible and is retracted when the bird is in flight. However, under water the pouch expands to suck in small fish.

While flying, this robust waterbird characteristically alternates several flaps with a short glide as it flies in single file, or in V formation low over the water. Sometimes their wings actually touch the waves!

The only sounds heard in breeding colonies are made by the squealing nestlings. The adults are generally silent, except on very rare occasions when they might utter a barely audible croak.


Habitat and Diet

The Brown Pelican is seen on salt bays, on the ocean, and at beaches. It is widespread throughout the Gulf of California, and is seen occasionally inland in the Southwest.

The Brown Pelican’s diet consists mainly of fish, which are seen from up to seventy feet above the water. With partially folded wings, the pelican immediately dives, bill first, and in a rotating fashion, hits the surface of the water with such a great force that the sound can actually be heard one-half mile away. This amazing bird is equipped with air sacs that cushion the impact and help it quickly surface, always facing upwind and ready for takeoff.

The large, expandable pouch is used as a scoop for prey, which are quickly swallowed after the pelican emerges from the water. The pouch is not used as storage and is retracted usually before takeoff.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The Brown Pelican always nests in colonies and very often is found with neighboring colonies of herons, egrets, and cormorants. The nests may be on the ground or in trees only a few feet apart. They are constructed of sticks, leaves, and grasses, and are lined with any available green vegetation. The female does the actual construction of the nest from material the male brings to her.

There are two or three white eggs, which are incubated by both parents. The yolk of these eggs is very unusual; it is deep orange rather than yellow. Both parents bring food to the ravenous youngsters until they learn the fine art of diving. They do not breed until three to five years of age.




Supplemental Information

One October evening while walking toward the sunset on a stretch of uninhabited beach in Puerto Penasco, my partner and I noticed a large flock of birds about two hundred yards ahead of us. They were hovering over the water, diving, and making loud, raucous noises. As we approached, a flock of Brown Pelicans moved closer to the shoreline. They did not seem to be concerned with our presence, and we eagerly watched while they proceeded with their feeding frenzy. Mature birds and juveniles alike were totally engrossed in capturing their dinner from a school of fish, some of which were trapped in a small tide pool. What entertainment these Brown Pelicans provided for the evening!






DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT6


Phalacrocorax auritus

Description: Orange gular pouch, rounded at throat; shiny black plumage in adults; flies with kinked neck

 



The Double-crested Cormorant measures thirty to thirty-six inches long and is the main cormorant seen inland except for the Neotropical Cormorant, which occasionally crosses the Mexican border into the lower desert regions. The Neotropical is distinguished by its smaller size and pinnate gular pouch.

A black, shiny cloak adorns both adults, enunciating the large, orange, unfeathered throat pouch rounded near the neck. Also, look for the beautiful, piercing blue-green iris! In breeding season, two crests (not always visible) appear on each side of the head, hence its name. After nesting, however, the crests quickly disappear. First-year birds are brown above, have a brown iris, and are very pale on the breast.

This species has a distinctive silhouette dramatizing the long head, long tail, and cylindrical bill hooked at the tip. It flies with a kinked neck and swims low in open water, stretching its neck above the horizontal line forming an “S” shape. Cormorants’ feathers are not completely water-proofed, so they must periodically leave the water, perch on open branches, and spread their wings to dry. Silence usually accompanies the cormorant except in the nesting colony, where it utters grunting sounds.


Habitat and Diet

The Double-crested Cormorant is a common resident along the Colorado River, Salton Sea, Picacho Reservoir, and Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge (NWR). It is a rare transient and winter resident elsewhere on lakes, ponds, and rivers. This skilled diver secures most of its marine diet from beneath the water’s surface.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

At the beginning of mating season, the male swims near a likely mate and begins beating his wings against the water while jumping and diving. Sometimes both birds strew vegetation across the water, and occasionally the female twirls and spreads her wings. The male then flies to a nesting site with the female in close pursuit. They may re-use an old nest or build a new one of sticks forming a large platform; the nest is lined with softer materials. The female does the actual construction of materials the male brings to her. In about four days, the nest is ready for three to five pale blue eggs. Both adults incubate, brood, and feed the young.






AMERICAN BITTERN

Botaurus lentiginosus

Description: Brown streaking with black neck stripe; stubby tail; pointed wings; yellow, dagger-like bill

 



The elongated body of the American Bittern measures twenty-three to twenty-seven inches from the tip of its bill to the end of its short, stubby tail. Generally brown and buff, the body is streaked and dotted with cryptic markings that resemble a typical marshy habitat. A distinct feature is the black neck stripe, which extends from the base of the bill down each side of the throat. Upperparts are rich brown while underparts are tawny. A yellow iris and bill along with greenish-yellow legs and feet give this species a touch of color.

In flight, dark primaries and secondaries are conspicuous. The sexes are similar, while immatures lack the black throat stripes and are lighter overall. In breeding season, this monochromatic coloration is highlighted by bright greenish back plumage. Even with this adornment, the American Bittern is extremely hard to spot among the reeds lining the water’s edge. Its defense is to freeze with its bill pointing upward, thus blending in with the weeds and stalks.

The American Bittern is usually very quiet, but when surprised it quickly departs, uttering a soft kok-kok-kok. During breeding season, however, the volume is turned up and the marshy territory resonates with a repeated phrase sounding like an old wooden pump. Gulping in air with amazing contortions resembling retching, it suddenly exhales with guttural sounds described as pump-er-lunk.


Habitat and Diet

The American Bittern is a rare transient and winter resident to the Southwestern lowlands where suitable habitat exists, namely marshy, boggy areas, or lakes with reeds. Needless to say, these areas are scarce in the desert but do exist mainly where habitat management has manipulated water levels to a sufficient status. The Picacho Reservoir, Bosque del Apache Wildlife Refuge, Salton Sea, Colorado River, and the Rio Grande are such areas.

The American Bittern is usually solitary and secretive. As a wading bird, it stalks prey in shallow water, or even more commonly waits motionless until an unsuspecting fish swims within the deadly reach of its bill. With a lightning fast thrust, dinner is served. Frogs, mice, insects, and crustaceans add variety to its diet.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The American Bittern is usually a solitary nester, but occasionally nests in loose colonies. In wet fields, swamps, and brackish marshes among cattails and bulrushes, this secretive heron nests on the ground or among reeds. With available dried grasses or reeds, the female constructs a platform-type nest, which appears to be part of the surroundings. Raising the young alone, she incubates three to seven olive-brown eggs for twenty-four to twenty-eight days beginning with the first eggs laid. Her first defense when approached is to sit motionless with neck outstretched and bill pointing skyward. If this camouflaged posture is not a successful deterrent, she resorts to aggression and uses her dagger-like bill with skill and precision. She feeds the young with the aid of a regurgitation process.






LEAST BITTERN

Ixobrychus exilis

Description: Male—tiny size; dark green crown, back, and tail; buff underparts; female—chocolate—brown crown, back and tail; buff underparts

 



Hidden away among stalks and reeds, this secretive bittern is very difficult to spot. Smallest of the herons, the Least Bittern measures eleven to fourteen inches long, and is much slimmer and smaller than the American Bittern. The Least Bittern is the only member of the heron family in which the female differs from the male. She has a chocolate-brown crown, back, and tail, while the male displays greenish-black plumage on these areas. Both have two light stripes running down the back. Chestnut-colored plumage decorates the back of the neck and the outer edges of the inner secondaries. The wing tips are black, and the inner wing patches are tawny. The bill is pale yellow with a darker tip, the legs and feet are greenish-yellow, and the eye is yellow. In general, the underparts are buff with some streaking. Nuptial plumes on the side of the neck become obvious during breeding season. Immatures resemble the female, but have more streaking on the back and breast.

Nature has designed this species both in appearance and in disposition in such a way that it is observed by very few birders, but it may be surprisingly common in many areas. When approached, the Least Bittern freezes in an upright position, blending in perfectly with the surrounding vegetation. With bill pointed skyward, it is still able to rotate its eyes to see clearly.


Habitat and Diet

The Least Bittern is uncommon and may be found year round in marshy areas on ponds lined with cattails. The lower Colorado River Valley, Bosque del Apache Wildlife Refuge, Salton Sea, and Picacho Reservoir are prime choices for this species.

As a wader, it stalks food, or waits patiently until an unsuspecting creature moves within striking distance. Prey include fish, frogs, insects, and crustaceans.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The nest is a platform usually placed on bent stalks among dense aquatic vegetation. Unlike most species, the male does most of the construction, and he places the protected home two to three feet above the water. Sometimes he chooses an old nest of another species. Both sexes take turns incubating three to six smooth, pale bluish-green eggs for seventeen to twenty days starting with the first eggs laid. Also, both parents feed the young. The female stays closer to the nest, while the male hunts further away.






GREAT BLUE HERON7


Ardea herodias

Description: Long, slender, grayish body; yellow bill; black head stripes extending into plumes

 



Its large size makes the Great Blue Heron easily distinguishable from other herons. It measures forty-two to fifty-two inches long and is therefore the tallest wading bird in the Southwest. Its tremendous wing span reaches seven feet. Slightly longer and more lean than the Sandhill Crane, this blue-gray heron has whitish underparts with black streaking on the belly. It is white about the head, and a black stripe above the eye continues into plumes behind the head. In juveniles, chestnut patches appear on the forward part of the wing as well as on the thigh. Breeding adults have gray plumes extending from the black-and-white neck and chest.

Legs, neck, and the dagger-like bill are all very long. In flight, the Great Blue Heron folds its neck back on its shoulders and trails its feet horizontally behind its body. Upon takeoff, this heron flaps its wings heavily, but as it picks up speed, the wing beats become slow and deep.

Herons are generally quiet unless disturbed or startled, then they utter deep, harsh croaks sounding like grak or kraak. They may also resonate in a deep, raucous frahnk, frahnk, frahnk. They breed in colonies, but are usually solitary the rest of the year.


Habitat and Diet

The Great Blue Heron is the water bird most often seen all over the Southwest. When possible, it chooses areas that are secluded and undisturbed, including marshes, wetlands, streams, and lakes. It may also be seen in more congested areas, however, such as lakes around golf courses, ponds, or any water source where there is an abundant supply of fish. At night, this heron prefers wetlands filled with tall trees, which provide safety for a rookerie, but during the daytime it is a common sight at almost any permanent water source.

In the winter, the Great Blue Heron is a resident of the lowlands, some remaining through the summer. In migratory flights or in search of feeding grounds, this heron is strong in flight. The Great Blue Heron may travel thirty miles round trip from its roosting site to its feeding ground.

Food consists mainly of fish, frogs, and crayfish, but it also occasionally takes snakes, small mammals, birds, and insects. The Great Blue Heron patiently stands in the edges of shallow water until an unsuspecting victim swims within striking range. Also, it carefully and silently stalks its prey, moving with slow, deliberate steps. At the appropriate moment, it strikes out with a lightning thrust of its bill and either stabs through the middle of prey or grabs it between its mandibles. It quickly swallows the meal whole, and an obvious lump may be seen as the meal slides down the long, skinny neck.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The majority of Great Blue Herons migrate to breeding territories early in the spring where they generally nest in colonies with other herons as well as with cormorants and ibises. Sometimes there are even several nests in one tree. The Great Blue Herons that choose to stay in the arid Southwestern lowlands, however, usually nest in isolated pairs.

The nest itself is usually constructed in a tree up to one hundred and thirty feet high. A pair may build a new nest, which is a simple flat platform appearing very flimsy, or they may refurbish an old nest. Either way, the male gathers all the sticks, which he leaves for the female to arrange. The large structure is lined with green leaves and small branches or twigs.

The female lays three to seven blue-green eggs, which are oval to long-oval with a fairly smooth shell. Both sexes share in the twenty-eight-day incubation process, and both take turns feeding the hatchlings while the other remains on guard to protect the young against birds of prey.

Courtship rituals are quite spectacular, especially when colonies contain hundreds of birds. The males strut about, defensively striking out with their bills at other competing males. The females excitedly cheer them on with loud croaking sounds. When pairs are formed, they dance in circles with wings flapping up and down and plumes widely spread while gracefully touching each other with their bills.




Supplemental Information

One noon in April after photographing all morning, I stopped by a lake to rest and have lunch. It was unseasonably warm, and the bird life had already gone under cover for a midday rest. As I approached the water, I could see people fishing from the edge of the bank, so I did not expect to see any wading birds.

I drove to the other side of the lake, and there in breeding plumage was a Great Blue Heron. I quickly forgot I was tired and that I needed lunch. Instead, I grabbed my camera and tripod, and eased my way toward the heron. Just as I focused my 800 mm lens, the Great Blue stabbed a sunfish right through its broad middle. The heron’s beak had been opened while piercing the fish, and now it was having trouble trying to consume this delicacy without dropping it back into the water. By shaking its head, the Great Blue Heron finally tossed the fish into the air, and then gulped it down. I laughed as I saw the huge lump in the heron’s long, skinny neck.






GREAT EGRET8


Casmerodius albus

Description: Large; white body; black legs and feet; yellow bill

 



The Great Egret, formerly called the Common Egret, is a large heron next in size to the Great Blue Heron. It stands from thirty-seven to forty-one inches tall and appears very slender. The body is snow white with black legs and feet and a yellow bill. This is the opposite of the Snowy Egret with its black bill and yellow feet. The Great Egret is also nearly twice the size of both the Snowy Egret and the Cattle Egret, and is the most graceful of all herons. During the breeding season, the bill is orange with a dark ridge, and long, delicate plumes majestically extend from the head over the back.

While taking flight, a Great Egret starts out with its neck stretched outward and rapid wing movements; when it reaches a relaxed rate of speed, it folds its neck over its back in an S-shape and continues with slow, deep wingbeats, covering great distances with minimal flapping.

The voice is a low growling sound resembling a hoarse croak.


Habitat and Diet

The Great Egret breeds in all Southwestern states, but not frequently in the deserts and grasslands. In the latter situations it is more often just a winter resident. In the spring and early summer, however, main breeding territories include the Lower Colorado River Valley and the Salton Sea, with a few colonies found in other low elevations wherever water sources are permanent. It is uncommon at Bitter Lake.

As is typical of wading birds, the Great Egret is found at wetlands, marshes, ponds, and even irrigated fields. Its diet consists of fish, frogs, small snakes, insects, and even mice. When Great Egrets are in colonies, they often duel over fishing rights, making a raucous with each other in the water. When feeding alone, they appear quite stately as they quietly go about their business.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The nest may be solitary or built among large colonies of other herons, cormorants, ibises, and pelicans. Nests may be constructed just above the water in tules, or in treetops fifty feet high.

It is a rather flimsy platform type of nest, which is usually unlined. Sometimes an old nest is refurbished, which appears bulkier, and occasionally it is lined with leaves or moss. The diameter approximates two feet.

The three to five greenish-blue eggs are oval, with a smooth shell and no markings. Both sexes participate in the incubation of the eggs, which takes twenty-three to twenty-four days.

The adults perform a nest-relief ritual each time they take a turn at incubation. The bird who has just finished its turn fluffs out its plumes and stretches out its wings in a dance-like fashion. Ultimately, it picks up a stick and presents it to its mate, who eventually maneuvers to the nest and settles over the eggs, gracefully taking its turn.

The hungry nestlings know when the food is arriving and utter kek-kek-kek-kek. With great urgency, the young seizes the bill of the feeding parent, who then regurgitates food into the bill of the young bird.




Supplemental Information

The Great and Snowy egrets almost became extinct during the nineteenth century because their plumes were favorites for women’s hats. These long aigrettes, which the Great Egret develops in the spring, were both its beauty and its demise. At that time, protest and legislation, including a bar on imports, and protection of nesting colonies saved this species from extinction. But what about the 1990s?

One day as I peacefully sat hidden in the reeds of a small lake watching a Great Egret preening its beautiful feathers, I realized this magnificent wading bird may not be any safer now than it had been in the past nineteenth century. It is not the confiscation of the bird itself that is presently the problem; it is the destruction of habitat that is increasingly threatening its existence. Now, we cannot blame the hat designers! Instead, we must look at our own motivation as we continue to clear more land, use more ground water, and build more homes around lakes.






SNOWY EGRET9


Egretta thula

Description: White body; yellow feet; black bill; fleshy yellow lores

 



Much smaller than the Great Egret, the Snowy Egret measures twenty to twenty-seven inches long. Snowy white plumage adorns this heron year round. A long, slender black bill and bright yellow feet appear just the opposite on the Great Egret (yellow bill and black feet). Additionally, the former has black legs and its eye and lores are yellow. The Cattle Egret differs with its yellow bill and yellow legs. The immature Little Blue Heron is also similar to the Snowy Egret, but has greenish legs, a two-toned bill, and dark tipped primaries. Spot the graceful Snowy Egret in flight and watch the head plumage spread apart as it touches down for landing.

During breeding season the lores may turn burnished orange and the feet bright orange. Beautiful long plumes or aigrettes appear on the head, back, and breast. At one time, this species was hunted for the aigrettes, which are nuptial plumage growing on the back. These lacy, delicate plumes were used for “stylish” hats. Like the Great Egret, the Snowy Egret was hunted almost to extinction; now protected by law, this beautiful bird has made a remarkable comeback.

The sexes appear similar, and the juveniles lack breeding plumage and show a greenish-yellow stripe on the back of the legs. Some immatures have gray at the base of the bill. The voice of the Snowy Egret sounds like a low croak.


Habitat and Diet

The Snowy Egret may be found year round in the Colorado River Valley, Bitter Lake, Bosque del Apache NWR, and at the Salton Sea, in summer at Picacho Reservoir, and elsewhere in the Southwestern lowlands as a frequent migrant. It usually appears solitary, but occasionally is seen in small flocks. Look in areas with ponds, fresh and saltwater marshes, and rivers.

A wading bird, the Snowy Egret uses its feet to arouse small inhabitants from shallow waters, then snatches up prey with its bill. Food consists mainly of fish, but also includes other small forms of life such as shrimp, crabs, and grasshoppers and other available insects.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

Nesting and mating behaviors of the Snowy Egret are among the most interesting of bird behaviors. Dressed in similar plumage, both sexes parade and woo the other. Face to face, crest upright, bodies bent forward as if bowing to each other, and wispy aigrettes waving behind each bird, they promenade together.

The nest is built in trees up to thirty feet above the ground. The platform-type nest is constructed by the female of materials the male brings for her usage. This process usually takes up to five days; then the female lays three to five smooth, unmarked, greenish-blue eggs. Both sexes incubate them for a total of twenty-two to twenty-three days. A nesting ritual continues throughout the whole process. When approaching the nest to take a turn at incubation, that adult greets the settled adult with bows and head motions displaying erected plumage, then they exchange places. When the young hatch, the parents take turns in feeding them regurgitated fish.






CATTLE EGRET10


Bubulcus ibis

Description: White with orangish highlights; yellow bill; yellow-green legs and feet

 



Smaller than the Great Egret, the Cattle Egret measures twenty inches tall, and appears stockier than both the Great and the Snowy egrets. The Cattle Egret is easily distinguished by its yellow bill and greenish-yellow legs and feet.

During the breeding season, the plumage of this small, white heron is highlighted with buff-orange coloration on the crown, breast, and back. Its legs and relatively short bill become a beautiful coral color.


Habitat and Diet

The Cattle Egret is an uncommon visitor in the Southwestern lowlands, but has been known to breed in California and Texas. It may be found in both freshwater and saltwater marshes and around ponds and swamps, and is often associated with cattle.

This squat egret originated in Africa, where it inhabits areas near elephants, camels, and water buffalo. It was first seen in Florida in 1952 and quickly spread to the Southwest. The first Cattle Egret was noticed in Tucson in 1969.

Why does this water bird associate with animals? Why does any bird choose a specific habitat? One major reason is for food. The Cattle Egret eats grasshoppers and other insects, which are attracted to the animals or are flushed out of the grasses by the grazing creatures. It sometimes actually rides on the backs of cattle, picking insects directly from the animals’ hides. It is not totally dependent on this cohabitation for existence, however, as it also feeds along the edges of water much like other egrets, stalking small fish or insects.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

During mating season, the Cattle Egret grows buff-colored plumes, then usually nests in colonies. Some nest up to thirty feet above the ground in willows, cedars, and other available trees. In colonies where several species cohabitate, it is common that the larger species nest higher in a tree and the smaller species build lower down in the same vegetation. The Cattle Egret takes exception to this rule and nests wherever it pleases, often occupying spaces at the tops of trees.

It is also common for the male Cattle Egret to take sticks from nests of other species to be used by the female in its own nest. The male also collects other twigs and vines for the female to use in nest construction, which takes three to six days. Then she begins laying the two to five eggs, but may continue to add materials to the nest while taking turns with the male in incubating the eggs. The pale blue eggs are smooth with no marks, and hatch in twenty-three to twenty-five days.




Supplemental Information

Early one morning, I was out in an agricultural area waiting to catch the appropriate sunlight on the expressive posture of a singing Red-winged Blackbird. Finally, I was photographing to my heart’s content when out of the corner of my eye I noticed a white water bird slinking along the edge of a reed-infested water canal.

At first I thought it was a Great Egret because I could see its yellow bill. I had already photographed one at great length so I continued with my original goal of photographing Red-winged Blackbirds. I kept glancing back at the egret, however, realizing that it appeared much smaller than a Great Egret. Finally, it crept out of the water’s edge and through my binoculars I spotted the yellow feet.

I temporarily abandoned the Red-winged Blackbird and slowly and cautiously repositioned myself and my camera. The Cattle Egret crept along the edge of the water, shaking moss from its yellow feet while skillfully snatching bits of breakfast along the way. Finally, it flew closer to me and continued posing as it went on about its business of predation.






GREEN HERON11


Butorides striatus

Description: Glossy, blue-green back; chestnut head and neck; yellow-orange legs

 



The Green Heron is the second smallest North American Heron, measuring sixteen to twenty inches from the tip of its toes to the point of its bill. The greenish-yellow legs–which turn to a deep orange in breeding plumage—appear short, and when the neck is pulled inward, this little heron resembles a night heron in its stocky appearance.

It is not always easy to detect the green coloration on the back and wings. Often it appears dark, and in flight may resemble a crow. In bright sunlight, however, a blue-green gloss emanates from its back, and the thick neck displays a deep chestnut hue. The immature Green Heron is essentially all brown, with a streaked neck, breast, and sides.

This solitary heron often sits perfectly still, inconspicuously blending with the surroundings. When alarmed, however, it reminds me of a roadrunner, raising the crest on its head and flicking its tail, creating comic postures. The flight pattern of the Green Heron is typical of all herons; it tucks in its neck and makes slow, deliberate wing strokes. The voice is a loud kyowk or skewk.


Habitat and Diet

The Green Heron is a fairly common transient and winter resident in the Southwestern lowlands, with some birds remaining in the area throughout the summer. Although its habitat includes water sources such as swampy areas, fresh streams, ponds, irrigation canals, and shorelines, it chooses freshwater with trees for breeding habitat.

Dressed in inconspicuous plumage, this little heron hunts from a snag just above the water’s edge. Then, suddenly with a lightning-fast thrust of the bill, it captures unsuspecting prey for a meal. Also, the Green Heron may be seen intently and deliberately stalking prey through shallow water, eating whatever it finds from frogs to fish.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

During the breeding ritual, the male crouches low and snaps his mandibles to attract attention. Next he flaunts his scapular plumes, hoping to attract the female. The pair may nest in a colony, but most often the Green Heron nests alone in pairs.

The nest site may be on the ground, but is most frequently in a tree from ten to twenty feet high. The male chooses the location and begins the construction. After pairing, the female builds while the male brings material to the nest site. Sometimes the finished platform-type abode is so flimsy, the eggs may be seen through the bottom. Both adults take turns incubating the four to five smooth, bluish-green eggs, which takes twenty days. When the young emerge from the eggs, both parents participate in the tedious tasks of feeding and rearing the young.




Supplementary Information

A vehicle is a tremendous aid in getting close to birds, and I often use my van as a blind from which I photograph. On one trip, as I slowly proceeded along the dirt road bordering Picacho Reservoir (Near Coolidge, Arizona), something caught my eye out in the shallow water full of stumps and snags. The silhouette of an immobile heron became visible, and because of size and body posture, I knew it was either a Least Bittern or a Green Heron. The dark coloration was the first clue, and through my binoculars I verified that it was the latter. While I observed its motionless pose, I bemoaned the fact that it was too far away to photograph, even with my giant lens.

I continued down the road, watching carefully for the surprise of the day (I call it my Crackerjack prize), and just around the corner it was waiting for me. Another Green Heron was standing in the shallow water near the bank, in perfect lighting. I quickly positioned my van and jumped in the back to photograph from the small, high window. The Green Heron was so intent with stalking its dinner it did not appear to attend to me in the least. I photographed and leisurely watched this incredible creature skillfully snatch minnow after minnow.






BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT-HERON12


Nycticorax nycticorax

Description: Black cap and back; white underparts; gray wings; dark bill; red eye; yellow legs and feet; immature–brownish with much streaking; yellow bill

 



Quite unlike the Great Blue Heron, the Black-crowned Night-heron is medium sized, measuring twenty-three to twenty-eight inches long, which is approximately one-half the size of the Great Blue. Both sexes of the Black-crowned Night-heron appear the same, having a stocky body, a short, thick neck, and a short bill. The body is whitish-gray, which sharply contrasts with the dark green-black crown and back. The wings and tail are gray, the large eyes are red, and the legs are yellow. During the breeding season, long white nuptial plumes appear, and the legs turn pink.

The immature bird is buff-brown with dark brown streaking below and light spots above. The eyes are yellow-orange. It resembles the American Bittern, but lacks dark neck stripes and wing-tips. The immature blends so well with the environment that it often goes unnoticed.

Although this heron may be seen singly, it is most often found in colonies. Its voice is a flat quok, which is most often heard at dusk. The genus name nycticorax means “raven of the night.”


Habitat and Diet

Not only is the Black-crowned Night-heron present all over the Southwest, it is actually found worldwide, absent only in Australia. While this heron may be found around brackish marshes or even saltwater, it prefers freshwater areas with groves of shrubs, tall trees, reeds, and cattails.

The Black-crowned Night-heron is normally silent and fairly inactive during the daytime, when it is usually found in rookeries hidden among the inner branches of shrubs or trees. As its name suggests, it forages nocturnally and is most active at dusk and during the dark side of dawn. It may stand motionless, waiting for the precise moment to strike out at a passing fish, or slowly and cautiously stalk frogs and small crustaceans.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

This stocky heron nests in both small as well as large colonies often mixing in with other types of wading birds. It may nest on the ground or high up in a tree, and often the nests are very close together.

Both sexes participate in nest construction. Usually the male gathers the materials and the female places the incoming sticks or reeds to her own specifications, forming a platform that is sometimes very durable but occasionally rather flimsy. It takes two to five days to build a nest, which is ultimately lined with finer materials. The female lays three to five unmarked, oval-shaped, greenish-blue eggs, which are hatched in twenty-four to twenty-six days after being incubated by both sexes.

Although the adults hunt mainly at night, they feed their young both at night and during the day. Young nestlings are fed regurgitated liquids at first, then begin taking solid food from their parents’ bills.




Supplemental Information

Each species of heron has its own unique mating display. The male Black-crowned Night-heron dances around the nesting area with his neck forward and his plumes fluffed. He bends down to his feet, uttering short buzzing sounds. Many females in the colony may approach and be driven away before one is encouraged to stay.






WHITE-FACED IBIS13


Plegadis chihi

Description: Glossy green and bronze body; long, decurved bill; adult breeding has white fringe on bare red face

 



At a distance or in poor light, the White-faced Ibis appears black. With closer observation and bright sunshine, however, this long-legged wader is a glossy delight. An overall bronze coloration is accented with greens and purples on the wings, rump, and tail, all illumined with a metallic luster. The sexes are similar with a long neck; a long, reddish-colored, decurved bill; red facial skin with bordering white outlined during spring; reddish legs; and a red iris. In winter, the head and neck are streaked, and the facial skin, legs, and bill are dull gray. In this season it resembles the Glossy Ibis (which does not occur in the Southwest) but lacks the blue line from eye to bill. From the tip of its tail to the tip of the bill, it measures twenty inches long.

The breeding plumage of the White-faced Ibis inspired its name. A white facial fringe encircling the bill appears. Also the facial skin, bill, legs, and feet turn deep maroon. The young have green plumage with black legs and feet, and the iris is brown. Mature plumage begins with a glossy appearance after the first year.

The White-faced Ibis is a strong flier, usually joining others in a line alternately flapping and gliding as they speed toward their destination. Gregarious in nature, they are often heard quacking in flight. Around the nest, soft, guttural cooing suffices.


Habitat and Diet

The White-faced Ibis is an uncommon to common transient on lakes and ponds in the Southwestern lowlands. It prefers freshwater, but is also found in brackish or saltwater marshes and even in flooded fields. With long legs, it wades into shallow water and probes the muddy bottom with its sickle-shaped bill. Dining delights include fish, crayfish, earthworms, and frogs. This versatile species also frequents moist areas around lakes, meadows, or wet fields, feeding on insects, especially grasshoppers.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The White-faced Ibis often nests harmoniously in colonies with herons and egrets. The nest is a bulky, platform-type construction made of dead reeds and twigs, and well-lined with smaller stalks and grasses. Nests are usually among tall reeds over water, but are sometimes placed directly on the ground. The female lays two to seven smooth, unmarked, dark bluish-green eggs, which are incubated by both sexes for twenty-one to twenty-two days. Soft communication takes place between the two adults while changing turns at the brooding station. Both parents attend to the young nestlings.






GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE

Anser albifrons

Description: Brown body with scalloped black-and-white breast and flanks; white undertail coverts; white face; pink bill; orange legs

 



Awkward on the ground, but agile in the air, this medium-sized goose measures twenty-seven to thirty-four inches in length. The sexes are similar with a grayish-brown body and irregular, horizontal, black bars on the breast and belly, giving it the nickname “Speckle-belly.” Another name is “Laughing Goose” because of its chuckling kah-lah-a-luck call.

The undertail coverts and rump show white, the bill is light pink, and the legs and feet are orange. A white band encircles the bill at its base, thus the name White-fronted. Immatures lack this band as well as the black markings on the underparts, but the white appears at the end of the first year; the black coloration is evident by the second year.


Habitat and Diet

The Greater White-fronted Goose migrates to the tundra of the Arctic during the breeding season, then in fall heads south again following the Pacific flyway. It is an occasional winter resident on various water sources in the Southwestern lowlands and is uncommon during migration periods.

From October to May it is found in marshy areas, lakes, or estuaries, where it feeds on aquatic vegetation including roots and seeds. All geese are grazers, supplementing their aquatic diets with grasses in close proximity to the safety of water. Additionally, stubble fields are always a favorite feeding ground.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The Greater White-fronted Goose is gone from its desert wintering ground by May when it makes a long journey northward to the Arctic, flying high in the sky in large flocks. Upon arrival, the female builds a nest in a shallow depression or directly on the wet tundra. Dry plants are used as the base, then she pulls down from her own breast for the lining. She lays four to eight creamy-white eggs and does all the incubation. Both adults feed and rear the young.






LESSER SNOW GOOSE14


Chen caerulescens

Description: White body; black-tipped wings; pink feet and bill with black grinning patch

 



The Lesser Snow Goose, measuring twenty-seven to thirty-one inches in length, has two color phases: the white phase, more prevalent in the west, and the blue phase, which was formerly considered a distinct species. The “Blue” has slowly spread into the west, but only appears in the desert areas in small numbers compared to the large flocks of wintering, “White” Snow Geese.

The white phase Snow Goose has a pure white body and black wing tips. Occasionally, on the head is a rusty wash, which is actually a stain obtained in the Arctic feeding grounds. The bill and feet are pink. An obvious black mark accentuates the pink bill and is called the “grinning patch.” This feature distinguishes it from the smaller Ross’ Goose, which is often seen mingling in flocks of Snow Geese. Immature birds are dusky gray above and have a dark bill, legs, and feet.

The blue phase has a brown back and black wings with bluish wing coverts. By the end of the first year, the immatures of both phases resemble the adults. In flocks, the Snow Geese call out in chorus with a loud, nasally how-wow.


Habitat and Diet

Snow Geese congregate in large flocks on lakes, rivers, agricultural fields, and wetlands during fall and winter, and are usually accompanied by Ross’ Geese. Habitat, weather, and food availability dictate their wintering grounds, knowledge of which seems to have been passed from generation to generation.

Their food intake is primarily vegetable matter obtained both from the water and on land. Geese are able to walk better than many other waterfowl because their legs are set further forward. They graze on grain left in the stubble fields, and in water they dabble for roots and seeds of aquatic plants. Watch their comical acts as they submerge their heads and necks, leaving their tail ends pointing toward the sky. During winter, Snow Geese gorge themselves in the marshes and fields in preparation for the “slim pickings” available to them when they first arrive in their breeding territory.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

Far to the north on wet, barren tundra, the Snow Goose builds its nest in a scraped-out depression, near fresh water. Moss and down are used to line the crude construction where the female lays four to eight dull, white eggs. She does all the incubation, but the male helps in rearing and feeding the hatchlings. The young are covered with down and can swim within a day of hatching.

After the breeding season, Snow Geese molt, losing even their primary feathers, which leaves them flightless. Gathering in knots, they move along together for protection, often keeping to the safety of open water.






ROSS’ GOOSE

Chen rossii

Description: White body; black-tipped wings; dark-based, conical pink bill

 



The Ross’ Goose looks like a miniature Snow Goose and measures twenty-one inches to twenty-five inches long. The “white phase” goose is white with black wing tips and reddish-pink legs, feet, and bill. Black coloration appears on the base of the bill, but not as extensive as the “grinning patch” worn by the Snow Goose. Close observation reveals a warty, purplish ridge on the side of the bill. A shorter neck and bill, rounded head, and rapid wingbeats also distinguish it from the latter. The sexes appear similar and the immatures are pale gray. There is also a very rare blue phase, which is similar to the blue phase of the Snow Goose. The call of the Ross’ Goose is high and weak, sounding somewhat similar to a small barking dog.

Geese are extremely graceful in flight, but awkward on takeoff. To gain enough momentum with their heavy bodies, they appear to run on the surface of the water, propelling themselves with webbed feet and pounding wings that touch the water. Then suddenly, they are airborne.


Habitat and Diet

In the Southwest, the Ross’ Goose winters on Salton Sea, the Colorado River, Bosque del Apache NWR, and other marshy areas along the Rio Grande. Suitable habitat always includes proximity to grasslands or grain-fields, where grazing enables it to obtain substantial amounts of food. The remaining portion consists of aquatic vegetation in marshy areas.

Geese migrate in large flocks of many family clans. The young learn migration routes by flying with their parents. The navigational abilities of birds continue to be a curiosity to humans, especially when routes are deliberate and repeated, like the one chosen by Ross’ Geese. On the southward journey they make an acute westward turn near Great Falls, Montana, in order to cross the Rockies. How do they know where to turn? How do they store memory? It is exciting to recognize the gift of intelligence found in all life forms.




Nesting and Mating Behaviors

The Ross’ Goose breeds in areas in the high Arctic, usually on islands of large lakes. Pair bonding is very strong, and some studies show it may last for a lifetime. In a shallow depression, the female places down plucked from her breast, then lays three to six white eggs. She does all of the incubation, then the male joins her to assist in feeding the young. After the breeding season the Ross’ Goose molts, including primary feathers, thus leaving it flightless for several weeks. It gathers in knots for protection, keeping to the safety of open waters.
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