Los Angeles Neighborhood Birds – The Most Common
AMERICAN CROW  -  Corvus brachyrhynchos  (Malibu Lagoon 10/19/09)

[image: image1.jpg]


Length: 17-21”; Wingspan: 33-40”.    Presence: All year.


Crows are commonly seen in habitats ranging from open woods and empty beaches to town centers. They usually feed on the ground and eat almost anything – typically earthworms, insects, small animals, seeds, and fruit, but also garbage, carrion and chicks robbed from nests. Their unique flight style is a methodical, patient flapping that is rarely broken up with glides. Crows are rarely found alone.


How do you tell a crow from a raven? The Common Raven is "like a crow, only more so." Ravens are bigger, have wedge-shaped tails, shaggy lance-like throat feathers, and don’t “caw. They “aawwwk.”


American Crows are very social, sometimes forming flocks in the millions. Inquisitive and sometimes mischievous, crows are good learners and problem-solvers, often raiding garbage cans and picking over discarded food containers. Aggressive, they often chase away larger birds such as hawks, owls or herons.


Nesting: They’ll nest on the ground, in a bush or 70’ high in a tree. Both parents build a bowl-shaped nest of branches, twigs and bark, lined with moss, grass, feathers, hair or leaves. Both parents incubate the 4-6 bluish-green, spotted eggs for 18 days. The altricial young are fed by both parents for another 4-5 weeks, often assisted by the young of prior years. Young crows do not breed until at least two years old; most wait until they are four or more. In most populations the young help their parents raise young for a few years. Families may include up to fifteen individuals and contain young from five different years.


Crows can make and use tools. Examples include a captive crow using a cup to carry water over to a bowl of dry mash; shaping a piece of wood and then sticking it into a hole in search of food; and breaking off pieces of pine cone to drop on tree climbers near a nest. Crows can recognize people--for a long time.


English Name: Crow - From Anglo-Saxon "crawe," imitative of its call. Restricted to No. America. 


Scientific name: Genus - "a crow" (Latin); species - "short + beak" (Greek).

NORTHERN MOCKINGBIRD  - Mimus polyglottos  (Malibu Lagoon 2/6/11)
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Length: 10”; Wingspan: 14”.    Presence: All year.


If a bird's singing keeps you awake at 2 a.m., this is the culprit. When they're busy trying to attract a mate and defend their territory, they'll sing any time of day or night. They truly mock and the typical "mocker" can mimic at least 50 tunes, ranging from other birds' songs to cell phones, car alarms, weed whackers, lawn mowers, sirens and screaming babies.


Nesting: Mockers adapt well to the presence of humans and are found all over our residential areas as well as the surrounding hills. Their nesting habits are typical for birds of their size: a bowl-shaped twig nest with softer lining, 3-5 eggs incubated by the female for 12-14 days, then the altricial young are fed by both parents until they fledge 2 weeks later.


"To Kill a Mockingbird," as in the title of the famous book, is a plain stupid insensitive thing to do. They sing so nicely, amusingly and often that there must be something wrong with you to want to harm it.  They will vigorously defend their territory against all comers: dogs, cats, other birds and your head; be ready to duck if they think you might mean them harm.  Their large white wing-patches and white outer tail feathers are obvious when the bird is in flight or displaying.


English name: Mockingbird - From Middle English "mokken", meaning "imitate' or 'make fun of,' from earlier Old French "mocquer" meaning 'to deride' or 'to wipe the nose', from earlier Low Latin (200-1500 AD) "muccere" 'to wipe the nose.'


Scientific name: Genus - "mimic" (Latin); species - "many-tongued" (Greek).

MOURNING DOVE  -  Zenaida macroura  (Malibu Lagoon 8/22/07)
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Length: 12”; Wingspan: 18”.  Presence: All year.

Perhaps the most widespread bird species in the Los Angeles Region, readily nesting around yards and a frequent visitor to bird feeders. Their mournful call is easily recognizable to people in spring and summer and has given rise to its common name. Their call is often mistaken for that of an owl.


Reproductive strategy of the Mourning Dove is characterized by a determinate clutch size of 2 and a protracted breeding season in which multiple nesting attempts can occur every 30 days. Birds in southern latitudes may nest during almost the 
entire year. As with other columbids (pigeons and doves), adults of both sexes share incubation duties, and both parents feed newly hatched young on “crop milk,” a secretion of the cells of the crop wall unique to Doves. The Mourning Dove is a short-lived species, with an average adult life span of about one year.


Nesting: They are notoriously poor nest builders, and are often seen sitting on their nest of loose twigs by looking right through the bottom. They also like to nest in hanging flower pots. Nests may be located on the ground to 40’ up a tree. Both parents build the nest. The two white eggs are incubated by both parents for 13-14 days. The altricial young are fed by both parents for 12-14 days until they fledge.

After fledging, seeds comprise 99% of the diet. This most common dove in North America is also known for breeding throughout the year. They are widely hunted.


English Name: Dove - Probably from Anglo-Saxon "dufan" for 'to dive', for its swift and irregular flight. Mourning – from its sad-sounding call.

Scientific Name:  Genus - "Zenaide"; species - "long + tail" (Greek). Charles Bonaparte, naturalist and nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, named this for his wife Zenaide.

HOUSE FINCH  male  -  Haemorhous mexicanus  (Malibu Lagoon 5/2/11) 
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Length: 6”.  Presence: All year.


Perhaps the most common and familiar native birds in the Los Angeles Region. One of the most striking features of House Finches is their extreme variation in male plumage coloration. In all populations males vary in color from pale yellow to bright red; in addition, the average coloration of males varies substantially among populations. Most notable is the virtual absence of red males on some of the Hawaiian Islands, where the species has been introduced.


Males derive their yellow/orange/red coloration from carotenoid pigments in their food. When ill, their immune system uses carotenoids to fight the disease. During molting and feather growth, if the diet is poor in carotenoids or if they are fighting disease, the feathers may emerge as yellow or orange. 

Females have long gray-brown streaks below, with head relatively unpatterned. Female House Finches prefer to mate with the reddest male available to them, and by choosing to mate with brightly colored males they gain resource benefits during nesting.


This is an abundant bird; estimates suggest between 267,720,000 and 1,440,720,000 individual House Finches for the continental U.S. and Canada.


Nesting: The female builds her cup-shaped nest out of twigs, grass, debris, leaves, rootlets and hair, 5-35’ high in a shrub, tree or building. She then incubates her 4-5 bluish-white & spotted eggs for 12-14 days. The male brings her food during incubation; after hatching, the altricial young are fed seeds by both parents for 11-19 days, when the young fledge from the nest. 


English Name: Finch - From Anglo-Saxon "finc" which was the name for one or more of the European finches. It has an earlier Teutonic name which was probably imitative of its call.  House: Commonly found around human dwellings.

Scientific Name: Genus - "blood + rump" (Greek); species - "of Mexico".
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ANNA'S HUMMINGBIRD male - Calypte anna (Malibu Lagoon 3/1/10)
Length: 4”; Wingspan: 4.75”.  Presence: All year.

The scintillating color of the entire gorget, including the forehead, is rarely seen unless the bird is facing you with the sun behind you. They are the largest, most common and widespread hummingbird in SoCal, although they are losing territory to the smaller Allen’s. The male's display flight consists of a high vertical rise followed by a swift downward plummet to stop directly in front of the female (watching from a handy twig) where he snaps his tail to make an explosive chirp. If the female finds the performance appropriately stimulating, they mate. The male provides no further assistance to either female or young. 

Nesting: The female builds her nest of plant down and lichens bound with spider web and lined with plant down and tiny feathers. The two eggs hatch after 14-19 days. The altricial (helpless) young are fed insects, spiders, nectar and tree sap and fledge from the nest in 18-23 days.


The male gorget’s ruby-red color is a "structural" color, produced by the refraction/reflection of light. The angle in which you can see it is only 15° from directly face-on to the bird. It's designed to impress the female Anna's, not you. She'll see it well enough when he hovers directly in front of her, with the sun behind her, at which moment she'll be overcome with admiration and desire.

Hummingbirds live faster lives than do you and I. A heart rate 1260 beats per minute were recorded for a Blue-throated Hummingbird, one of the larger species. When 'hummers' sleep, they go into ‘torpor’ to conserve energy and their heart rate drops to 50-180/minute. For all practical purposes, they're in a coma all night.

Though all females lack the colorful gorget possessed by the males in nearly all of the 339 species of hummingbirds, many have a few colorful specks, as does the bird pictured.

English Name: Hummingbird - The wings of many species make a humming sound due to the rapid wingbeat. A few species have feathers evolved to create an addition sound, which attracts other members of their species. Anna's: see below.

Scientific name: Genus - Greek for 'a woman's veil", possibly from the sorceress Calypso; species - "Anna". Named in 1829 for the Duchess of Rivoli, wife of the owner of the species  ‘type specimen.’
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ALLEN'S HUMMINGBIRD male - Selasphorus sasin (Topanga State Park 1/9/07)
Length: 3.25”; Wingspan: 4.3”.  Presence: All year.

The male's display flight consists of a J-shaped pattern, beginning with a vertical rise to ~75 ft., then a rapid drop, making a metallic buzz at the bottom then curving upward ~25 ft.

This species has increased it's year-round presence in SoCal considerably during the past 20 years. They are also very hard to differentiate in the field from their congener Rufous Hummingbird, a migrant through our area. General rule: if the male's back is entirely rusty-red, call it a Rufous; if there's any green, call it an Allen's. Forget differentiating the females unless you're an expert. Females get only a little speckling on their throat, but show rusty & green colors elsewhere.

Nesting: Females do all the nest building, incubation and care of the young, with no help from the male who - like a gold-chain bedecked lounge-lizard - is uninvolved once mating is over. Nests are built of moss, stems, plant down and lichens, bound with spider web and attached to a small limb of a tree. The eggs are incubated for 17-22 days; the altricial young are fed a diet of insects and nectar, and fledge in 22-25 days.

All 339 species of hummingbird are found only in the Americas. Males dazzle the females with their appearance, but have nothing to do with nesting duties or raising the young.


English Name: Named after C.A. Allen who collected it in California in 1877. The scientific name was changed when it was discovered to have been previously found and described in 1830.

Scientific name: Genus - "light carrying"(Greek); species – Nootka (Canadian) Indian name.
ROCK PIGEON  -  Columba livia  (Malibu Lagoon 2/19/10)
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Length: 12.5”.  Presence: All year.


Domestic and feral pigeons, also known as ‘homing pigeons,’ are ubiquitous and the most intensively studied of all birds. Knowledge of avian flight mechanics, water metabolism, thermoregulation, endocrinology (e.g. prolactin), sensory perception, orientation and navigation, learning (the original Skinner Box subject), genetics of color, pattern, behavior and other characteristics, and Darwinian evolutionary biology, has depended heavily on research using domestic Rock Pigeons. The total scientific literature referring to these birds is enormous. Next time you see some pigeons, take a moment to look at them with renewed fascination.


Nesting: In the wild, Rock Pigeons are cliff dwellers, native to the Middle East and southern Asia, arid areas lacking tall and dense vegetation. They survive well in our cities where we have thoughtfully provided them with numerous artificial cliffs, otherwise known as buildings. The pair build their dish-shaped twig nest on a ledge or in a crevice. Both incubate the 2 white eggs for 16-19 days, then feed the altricial young – initially with ‘dove milk’ for 25-26 days. After that, the young join any of the disorganized flocks.

English Name: Pigeon - From French "pigeon" from earlier Old French "pijon" meaning 'a young bird', from earlier Latin "pipio" meaning 'to peep,' imitative of its call.


Scientific Name: Genus - "dove or pigeon" (Latin); species - "bluish" (Latin), for its blue-gray color.

HOUSE SPARROW  male  -  Passer domesticus  (Ballona Creek Jetty 4/26/07)
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Length: 6.25”; Wingspan: 10”.  Presence: All year.


They are one of our most common birds, along with two other introduced species, the European Starling and the Rock Pigeon. Their constant presence outside our doors makes them easy to overlook, and their tendency to displace native birds from nest boxes and cavities causes some people to resent them. But House Sparrows, with their capacity to live so intimately with us, are just beneficiaries of our own success. These Old World sparrows are unrelated to native North American sparrows, and are differently shaped: chunkier, fuller in the chest, shorter tail and stouter bill than most American sparrows. Introduced into Brooklyn NY in 1851, by 1900 they had spread to the Rocky Mountains. Two more introductions in the early 1870s in San Francisco and Salt Lake City, aided the birds’ spread through the West. For causes unknown, they have become quite scarce in England.


They have lived around humans for centuries. Look for them on city streets, taking handouts in parks and zoos, or cheeping from a perch on your roof or trees in your yard. House Sparrows are absent from undisturbed forests and grasslands, but they're common in countryside around farmsteads.


Nesting: The pair place their nest in any small cavity in a tree, building, even a street sign. 4-6 white, greenish or bluish eggs with brown spots are laid and incubated by the female for 10-13 days. After hatching, the altricial young are fed mostly insects by both parents until they fledge at 14-17 days. The young may follow the parents for many weeks thereafter. When not breeding, they commonly roost in large groups in densely foliaged trees, from where a cacophony of ‘cheeps’ can be heard, but few birds are seen.

English Name: Sparrow - From Anglo-Saxon "spearwa" for sparrow, literally 'flutterer' given to any small bird, likely from earlier Indo-European "sper" for 'flutter' or 'quiver.'  House: From Anglo-Saxon "hus" for its fondness for association with the houses of humans.


Scientific name: Genus - "a sparrow" (Latin); species - "house" (Latin).  The Romans named this common species the "passer". 'Passer' was taken as the name for the genus, then for the family Passeridae (Old World Sparrows) to which it was classified, and finally to the entire order Passeriformes of 'perching birds' or 'songbirds'. Of the approximately 10,200 species of birds in the world, about half fall into this order, which is only one of the (currently) 34 orders of birds. 

BLACK PHOEBE  -  Sayornis nigricans  (Malibu Lagoon 10/23/09)
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Length: 6.75”.  Presence: All year.

This conspicuous species is unmistakable – no other local flycatcher has strong black and white patterning. It is usually found near water, and makes short sallies to the ground or air from open perches to catch insect prey, often returning to the same perch. Although primarily insectivorous, the Black Phoebe occasionally catches fish. It dives into ponds to catch small minnows or other tiny fish, and may even feed fish to nestlings.

Nesting: The mud-lined cup-shaped nest is placed under building eaves, bridges, or natural sheltered sites. The male shows the female potential nest sites, hovering in front of a likely spot for 5 to 10 seconds. The female makes the final decision about nest location and does all the construction. She incubates the 4 white eggs for 15-17 days while the male brings her food. Thereafter, they both feed insects to the altricial young for 2-3 weeks when the young fledge. They continue feeding the young until they can catch their own food.

They may not be the most common flycatcher in our area, but they are probably the most often seen. They are usually found close to water, although it may only be a lawn sprinkler.


English Name: Phoebe - Imitation of the call of the Eastern Phoebe, a sweet up-slurred whistle.

Scientific Name:  Genus - "bird (Greek) + Say"; species - "blackening" (Latin). Thomas Say, 1787-1843, was the naturalist on an 1819-20 expedition exploring the Rocky Mtns. and wrote a 3-volume work on the insects of North America.

CALIFORNIA SCRUB-JAY  - Aphelocoma californica  (Topanga State Park 10/3/09)
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Length: 11”.  Presence: All year.

There seem to be fewer ‘scrubbers’ around than perhaps 10 years ago. All the Corvids (Crow family), which includes Jays and Magpies, were particularly hard-hit by West Nile Virus, so that may be the reason.


One of our larger passerines (songbird or perching bird), scrubbers nest in bush or tree from 3-30 ft. Their bowl-shaped nest is made of twigs lined with finer and softer moss, rootlets and hair. The female incubates 3-6 eggs for ~16 days. Nestlings are fed insects, small birds, and pieces of small reptiles, mammals and eggs. The young fledge in 18-19 days.


The pair-bond is long-term and they maintain a year-round territory, the young often staying until the following year when they must find their own territories.


Scrub-Jays are an excellent example of how changing habitat can create many species out of one. During the Ice Age, when habitat across the southern U.S. was more uniform and contiguous, the scrubbers were a single species with a broad range. After the Ice Age ended and the climate warmed, unsuitable habitat broke up the range and the now-separate populations continued to change in their own ways, so we now have three species: Western Scrub-Jay, Island Scrub-Jay (found only on Santa Cruz Is. near Santa Barbara) and Florida Scrub-Jay. Keep an eye on the Western, as there is talk of splitting up this species into coastal and interior species.


Nesting: The pair build their cup-shaped nest of twigs, moss and grass, lined with fine rootlets and hair, between 3-30’ high in a bush or tree. The female incubates her 3-6 pale green eggs for 15-17 days while the male brings her food. Both parents then feed the altricial young a diet of mostly insects for 18-19 days, when the young fledge. The young may follow the parents for many weeks or months thereafter.

Of the 119 species in the worldwide Corvid (crow) family, 43 are Jays.


English name: Jay - From French "geai" for Jay.  Possibly from earlier Latin, as a nickname for the name "Gaius."  Also possibly related to "gay", for the brightly colored plumage many Jay species possess.


Scientific name: Genus - "Smooth 'hair'" (Greek); Species - "of California".
CALIFORNIA TOWHEE  - Melozone crissalis  (Solstice Canyon 5/7/11)

Length: 9”.  Presence: All year.[image: image11.jpg]




In some older field guides this may be shown as Brown Towhee; they are year-round residents in California and Baja with a few in southern Oregon. Their metallic 'chink' is commonly heard throughout the year in varied habitats including chaparral, gardens, parks, suburbs and riparian areas. Their infrequently heard song is much like that of the Wrentit, an accelerating single-tone dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-etc.


Often overlooked, they forage quietly on the ground in bushes for insects, fruit and seeds, but become most noticeable in spring when the male will sing repeatedly from high in tree or bush, trying to attract a mate. 


Nesting: The cup-shaped nest is located 4-12' up a shrub or tree. Females sit on their 3-4 bluish-white, brown-marked eggs for 11 days. The altricial young fledge only 8 days later, with both parents feeding them a diet of 100% insects. They get moisture in the morning by drinking the dew.


English Name: Towhee - Originally for the call of the Eastern Towhee, probably the NE race, which sounds like an upslurred "chwee".


Scientific name: Genus - "cheek + girdle" (Greek); species - "of the vent" (Latin). This is probably in reference to the rusty color of the vent (rear end below the tail) feathers and the cheek (more accurately the front of the face).
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COOPER'S HAWK  adult  -  Accipiter cooperii  (Malibu Lagoon 5/1/07)
Length: 14-20”; Wingspan: 20-28”.  Presence: All year, especially Aug-Apr.


Among the bird world’s most skillful fliers, they are common woodland hawks who tear through cluttered tree canopies in high speed pursuit of other birds; they are most often seen prowling above forest edges or fields. Notoriously difficult to differentiate from their smaller look-alike, the Sharp-shinned Hawk. Both species occasionally visit bird feeders, looking for an easy meal of small birds. Cooper's are year-round residents in our suburban and riparian areas, but the population temporarily increases in Sept-Oct when migrants pass through. The adult 'Sharpy' and 'Cooper's' both have a dark crown: the Sharpy crown is the same shade as its the back; the Coopers crown (as shown in this picture) is darker than the back.


Look for Cooper's to fly with the flap-flap-glide pattern typical of accipiters. Even when crossing large open areas they rarely flap continuously. Another attack maneuver is to fly fast and low to the ground, then up and over an obstruction to surprise prey on the other side. Dashing through vegetation to catch birds is a dangerous lifestyle. In a study of more than 300 Cooper's skeletons, 23% showed old, healed-over fractures in the bones of the chest, especially of the wishbone. Cooper's numbers may actually be higher in towns than in their natural forest habitats. Cities provide plenty of Rock Pigeon and Mourning Dove prey. One study in Arizona found a downside to the high-dove diet: nestlings suffered from a parasitic disease acquired from eating dove meat.


A Cooper's captures a bird with its feet and kills it by repeated squeezing. Falcons tend to kill their prey by biting it; Cooper's hold their catch away from the body until it dies. Sometimes they’ll drown their prey, holding a bird underwater until it stopped moving.


Life is tricky for male Cooper's Hawks. As with most hawks, males are significantly (about 30%) smaller than their mates. Female Cooper's Hawks specialize in eating medium-sized birds. Males tend to be submissive to females, listening for reassuring call notes the females make when they're willing to be approached. Males build the nest and provide nearly all the food to females and young for the next 90 days until the young fledge. The oldest known Cooper's Hawk was 20 years, 4 months old.


English name: Hawk - "grasp" or "seize" from Anglo-Saxon "hafoc".


Scientific name: Genus - "after + take" (Latin); species - "Cooper". All accipiters vigorously pursue small birds through trees. Named for William Cooper, 1798 - 1864, one of the founders of the New York Lyceum of Natural History.
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EUROPEAN STARLING  male  -  Sturnus vulgaris  (Malibu Lagoon 3/13/10)

Length: 8.5”; Wingspan: 15.5”.  Presence: All year.


This import from England has been extremely successful in the U.S. since introduced in NYC's Central Park in the late 1800's. With its sharp bill, aggressive nature and colonial habits, it has been extremely hard on our native cavity nesters such as vireos and warblers, and is one factor in the enormous population reduction of some of these species. Housecats, habitat loss, pesticides, cars, glass windows, tall buildings, antennas and wind turbines are some of the other factors in species decline.


Nesting: The pair build their messy nest of twigs and grass in a hole, usually 10-25' up a tree, The female, and perhaps the male, incubate the 4-6 pale bluish or greenish white, brown-marked eggs for 12-14 days; both parents feed the precocial young on invertebrates and berries until they fledge 18-21 days later.


Starlings make many whistling sounds, usually as they’re resting in a tree. They typically move around in flocks, sometimes as small as one family of 4-6 birds, up to many thousands of birds. They mix freely with our native blackbirds, forming even larger flocks, especially around cattle feed lots. In our area they frequent shopping centers and can be often seen sitting on electric wires and large signs.

Starlings are an Old World family; its 112 species - including 27 species of Myna in Asia and 2 Oxpeckers in Africa - are concentrated primarily in sub-Saharan Africa and southern Asia. Many of them are extremely beautiful and not to be missed.


English name: Starling - From Anglo-Saxon "stear," "sturn," and "sterlving."  "-ling" is a diminutive suffix like "-ito" in Spanish. Although the bird in fresh fall plumage appears covered with white star-like spots, some authorities think "little star" refers to the bird's 4-pointed in-flight silhouette.


Scientific name: Genus - "starling" (Latin); species - "common" (Latin).

BUSHTIT  - Psaltriparus minimus  (Los Liones Canyon 1/16/10)
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Length: 4.5”.  Presence: All year.


"Tit" means "little" and Bushtits, who prefer bushes and small trees, are appropriately named. They are year-round residents throughout California except the eastern deserts.


Nesting: Bushtits build a fairly large nest for a 4.5" bird: a woven pendulous (hanging sack-like) nest well-hidden in the thickest foliage of a shrub or tree 4-25' high. They can take from 2-7 weeks to build it and are very sneaky about it so that predators won't notice them. This is not always successful. Mortality among birds is tremendous. About 90% of all birds die within their first year.


The smaller the bird, the shorter the time it takes to hatch the eggs and fledge the young. Bushtits incubate their 5-7 white eggs for 12 days and they fledge only 2 weeks later. The parents may nest again after the young are old enough to need less attention. 
The young generally stay with the parents for most of the winter. If you see 4-8 Bushtits working through a bush with their constant twittering contact calls, it's almost certainly a single family. Larger groups, up to 50 or so, are made up of multiple families. You rarely see a lone Bushtit, except during nesting season when they must feed their young. Most of the year you see a flock, moving slowly thrush brush and trees, in a ‘rolling cloud’-like manner, with a few birds flying into a bush, then moving through it as they glean the leaves for insects, while other birds follow and pass the leaders, moving on through the bush and on to another bush. All the while you’ll hear their faint contact calls, ‘ssst, ssst’ as they continually update the others with a sort of status report.


English name: Bushtit -  From Middle English "bush" for 'a thicket' for the birds preferred habitat +  Icelandic & earlier Scandinavian "tittr" meaning 'anything small'.


Scientific name: Genus - "harpist + titmouse" (Latin); species - "least".
LESSER GOLDFINCH  male  -  Spinus psaltria  (Malibu Lagoon 3/27/07)
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Length: 4.5”.  Presence: All year.


Females and juvenile males lack the black cap of the male; their plumage is overall a bit less bright.


Nesting: Females build their nest of soft vegetation held together with spider silk so tightly that they are often waterproof, and place them 2-30' above ground in a bush or tree. The female incubates her 4-5 pale blue eggs for 12 days. Nestlings are fed a regurgitant of milky seed pulp until they fledge and begin to find their own food. Juveniles may follow the parents throughout the winter.


The Lesser Goldfinch faces the day, singing its rather mournful song. Year-round residents in SoCal, they are quickly recognized for their frequent and mournful "tee-yee" call and their undulating flight.


Small finches and woodpeckers fly in an undulating rise-and-fall manner because their wings are relatively broad (front-to-back) for their weight. Every time they flap they rise; they then fold their wings against their body in order to fall a bit, thus maintaining an overall level flight.


They're "lesser" because at 4.5", they're smaller than the 5" American Finch.


The adult male has a dark cap. In the west the back is greenish; in the east it is black. The wings are black and white, but not as 'contrasty' as are the similar American Goldfinches which are also resident in our area, although their numbers grow in the winter as migrants arrive from colder climes.

English Name: Goldfinch - From English for the bright yellow plumage (for the European species) + Anglo-Saxon "finc" from earlier Germanic ancestry as a name - imitative of the song - for any of these small seed-eating songsters, .


Scientific name: Genus - "goldfinch" (Latin); species - "lutist" (Latin).

CALIFORNIA GULL  -  Larus californicus  (Malibu Lagoon 2/1/10)
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Length: 21”; Wingspan: 54”.  Presence: Sep – May.


A common winter gull of the West Coast, but breeding inland across large areas of the West, it can be found in parking lots, parks, lakes and ballfields. It has a yellow bill with black ring near the tip and red spot on the lower mandible. Head and underparts white, back is medium dark gray, wingtips are black with white spots, legs are yellow-green. They take 4 years to reach adult plumage, with immatures having dusky mottling.


The California Gull is the "seagull" who came to the aid of Mormon settlers in Utah, helping rid their crops of a plague of grasshoppers. A golden statue in Salt Lake City commemorates the event, and in recognition the California Gull was made the state bird of Utah. The gulls, however, did not fly from the ocean, as many believe. They have nested at the Great Salt Lake, probably for millions of years, and - scavengers that they are - have likely taken advantage of the regular locust irruptions for equally as long.


The 52 species of this worldwide sub-family are not called “seagulls,” just “gulls.” While they are rarely – if ever - seen in the middle of the sea, they are common over marshes, shores, estuaries, rivers, lakes, islands, garbage dumps and even remote salt lakes in the middle of vast deserts, such as the saline lakes in the Gobi Desert of Mongolia, or the Great Salt Lake of Utah.

Nesting: The nest is a scrape in the ground lined with sticks, rubbish and feathers. Both parents sit on the 2-3 brown/olive/gray eggs for 23-27 days and feed their semi-precocial young for another 45 days.


They are opportunistic feeders, eating anything they can catch, scavenge or find at the dump. They have an odd foraging strategy for catching alkali flies along the shores of salty lakes in the Great Basin, starting at one end of a huge raft of flies sitting on the beach and runs through the flies with head down and bill open, snapping up flies.


English Name: Gull - Probably Celtic origin - Welsh (gwylan), Cornish (gullan) - then to Latin (gula) and to Old French (goule). Related to "gulp", "gullet", "gullible". Suggests that gulls will gulp down anything, which is mostly true. California - The type specimen was collected near Stockton, CA.


Scientific name: Genus - "a gull" (Latin); species - "of California".

BREWER'S BLACKBIRD  male  -  Euphagus cyanocephalus  (Malibu Lagoon 6/6/07)
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Length: 9”.  Presence: All year.


In the full sun, the male is a glossy combination of black, midnight blue, and metallic green. Males have glaring, pale yellow eyes. The female is a drab brown with a dark eye. 


Males deliver song while fluffing plumage and spreading their tails.  They are often tame around outdoor eateries, parking lots, and parks where they walk on the ground and pick up seeds, insects, and food scraps. They gather in large flocks in winter, often with other blackbirds and starlings.


Originally described in 1829 by Johannes Wagler as Psarocolius cyanocephalus in 1829, it was re-‘discovered’ by John James Audubon in 1843, from specimens he collected along the upper Missouri & Yellowstone Rivers, and described as Quiscalus breweri after Thomas Mayo Brewer, Audubon’s friend who was a Boston physician and ornithologist. As always, the first description takes priority.

Nesting: Brewer's Blackbirds are social birds that nest in colonies of up to 100 birds. The first females to arrive choose a nest site to suit them, and later arrivals follow suit. Eggs are extremely variable in color and pattern. Some studies suggest the variability helps the eggs match the background pattern of the nest, helping to camouflage them.


They cope well with humans and the development we bring. Where they overlap with the Common Grackle, grackles take the streets and suburbs, leaving Brewer's Blackbirds to the fields and grasslands. In an attempt to protect crops, farmers often shoot, trap, or poison them around agricultural fields. Although they do eat grains, this species' appetite for insects makes it more of a farmer's friend than a pest. Please tell all the farmers you know to welcome them into their fields.


English Name: Blackbird - It's a black bird.  The Blackbird of Europe is a thrush; this blackbird is an 'icterid', related to the orioles. Named for Thomas Brewer (1814-1880), friend of John James Audubon, Boston publisher & editor, well known for his work on "North American Oology (1857).  He also championed the introduction of the House Sparrow to North America, which shows that one can't be brilliant all the time.


Scientific name: Genus - "good + to eat" (Greek); species - "blue+head" (Greek).  The "4-and-20 blackbirds baked in a pie" (thus ‘good to eat’), to which the genus name refers, were of course the Eurasian Blackbird of Europe, a thrush closely related to our American Robin.

HOODED ORIOLE  male  -  Icterus cucullatus  (Temescal Canyon 4/25/12)
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Length: 8”.  Presence: Apr - Sep.


Of the two species of orioles commonly seen in SoCal, the Hooded is the one with the orange or yellow head and the large black throat on the male. They nest almost exclusively in palm trees and are rarely seen (except in migration) far from them. All the orioles have musical bubbling songs as well as a harsh chattering call, typical of most icterids (Blackbird family). Desert oasis palm groves are often filled with breeding Hooded Orioles. Females are yellow underneath from chin to vent, unlike female Bullock’s which have a yellow throat and vent separated by a white belly. 


Nesting: The nest, is a long, slender tubelike affair with a bulge at the bottom, attached to the underside of a large palm frond, woven of thin strips of grass blades or shredded palm or yucca fibers, usually pale brown in color. Entrance is at the top, nest chamber is at the bottom. Female incubates the 3-4 white, spotted eggs for 12-14 days. Young are altricial. Both parents feed the young insects, nectar and fruit for 2 weeks, when they fledge, and gradually learn to take care of themselves.


English Name: Oriole - From Latin "oriolus" meaning golden. Hooded: For the yellow-orange-golden colored head. American Orioles, classified in the Blackbird Family Icteridae, were named for their resemblance to Old World Orioles which are classified in the Family Oriolidae. 


Scientific Name: Genus - "jaundice" (Greek); species - "wearing the hood" (Latin). The liver disease jaundice has the symptom of turning the eyes and (sometimes) skin yellow.

YELLOW-RUMPED WARBLER  - Setophaga coronata  (Malibu Lagoon 1/24/07)
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Length: 5.5”; Wingspan: 9”.  Presence: Aug - May.

The Yellow-rumped Warbler isn't just the most abundant warbler in Canada, but is SoCal's most abundant wintering warbler. Many thousands are found on our Christmas Counts. Most of them are less brightly marked than the pictured, often without any visible yellow on their flanks. If you see one with a white chin, check the eye. If you find a white line over the eye (supercilium) rather than a white eyering, you have "Myrtle Warbler" rather than an "Audubon's Warbler." These are the eastern and western US subspecies of this bird. Field guides from the 1970's and earlier show them as separate species.


Their winter (basic) plumages are hugely variable: get used to seeing them not looking much like their pictures in the field guide. They are the most active fly-catchers of the warbler family and are often seen flying out from the edges of trees to catch small insects. They also glean leaves for insects and their larvae and eggs. Insect-eating birds in general provide a tremendous - though unintentional - service to humans by eating tons of pesky insects every day. So do bats.


Nesting: The female builds the nest on a horizontal limb 4-50' high in a tree; made of twigs, shredded bark, weed stalks and rootlets and lined with finer materials such as hair. She alone incubates the 4-5 spotted eggs for 12-13 days. The young are altricial, born naked and blind. She feeds them an additional 10-12 days, possibly with help from the male, until they fledge. The young may stay with the parents after they fledge, but it's hard to tell as they congregate in large groups.


English name: Warbler - Singing with trills and quavers.  First used in 1773 for the genus 'sylvia' in the Old World Warbler family.


Scientific name: Genus - "a moth" (Greek) + "to eat" (Greek); species - "crowned" ((Latin) for the yellow crown.

[image: image20.jpg]


WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW  adult  -  Zonotrichia leucophrys  (Malibu Lagoon 10/31/09)

Length: 7”.  Presence: Sep - May.


A cherished winter visitor, with bold black and white crown stripes. They feed in flocks on the ground in brushy areas, hopping along the ground while foraging and performing a “double-scratch” movement. Experiments show that captive birds can maintain a treadmill velocity of 0.46 km/h, while free-living birds hop about 1.6 km/h. Their song is heard all winter, and sounds to many as if the bird is wheezing. This well-known species has been the subject of many pioneering studies of song dialects, physiology, and migration.

Juveniles' crown stripes have the same pattern as the adult, but are dark brown and creamy rather than black and white. In the winter flocks, juveniles may vastly outnumber the adults, until springtime when the juveniles molt into their adult plumage. The "Gambel's" race breed in the Alaska and Canada taiga regions. "Puget Sound" birds, mostly found on our immediate coast from Malibu to Ventura, breed on the coast from Northern California to Southwest British Columbia.

Nesting: The female builds her nest from the ground up to 5’ high in a bush. It is cup-shaped and made of grass, twigs, rootlets, leaves and lined with fine material. She incubates her 3-5 pale greenish-blue or creamy-white eggs with reddish-brown markings, for 11-14 days, while the male brings her food. They both feed the altricial young a diet of invertebrates, seeds and fruit for only 7-12 days. A second nesting is common, with the laying of the first egg of the second brood following the fledging of the first brood by 9-20 days.

English Name: Sparrow - From Anglo-Saxon "spearwa" literally meaning 'flutterer' which was applied to any small bird.  It comes from the earlier Indo-European base word "sper" for flutter or quiver, used figuratively for 'to struggle.'


Scientific Name: Genus - "a band + a thrush" (Greek); species - "white + eyebrow" (Greek); the species name refers to the white line over the eye (supercilium).
AMERICAN KESTREL  -  Falco sparverius  (Malibu Lagoon 11/28/09)
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Length: 10.5”; Wingspan: 23”.  Presence: All year, more common Sep-Apr.

This dainty falcon, has slender pointed wings, a long tail, and distinctive black stripes on the sides of the head. Males have blue-gray wings, rusty backs, and a rusty tail with a black tip. Underparts are buff with black spotting. Females, as in this picture, are larger, with a barred rusty back, wings and tail, and their underparts have reddish streaking.


Their flight is buoyant, and when not hunting by hovering in the air (‘kiting’) with rapid wing beats, they perch on wires, antennas, or treetops and scann the ground for prey. Diet is mainly large insects, supplemented by tasty lizards, mice, and small birds.


Nesting: Nests are placed 12-80 feet high in tree cavities, cliffs, buildings or even hollows in palm fronds with little, if any, lining; pairs mate for life and often reuse the same nesting site. The female lays 4-5 white or pinkish-white, brown-spotted eggs, and incubates them for 29-31 days, occasionally spelled by the male who otherwise brings her food. The semialtricial (eyes closed, immobile but downy) young are fed by both parents on a diet of insects for the first week, after which vertebrate prey may be added.


Kestrels are the most abundant falcon in North America, and range from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego at the southern tip of South America. Los Angeles area birds are fairly common year-round residents, with an influx of additional birds in winter.


English name: "Kestrel": from French for "noisy bell” or “leper's clicket", referring to its call.


Scientific Name: Genus - "sickle" (Latin); species - "pertaining to a sparrow" (Latin). "Sickle" refers to the curved talons possessed by all falcons. Kestrels were believed to eat lots of sparrows, and were previously called Sparrow Hawk, but their diet is actually mostly insects. 

AMERICAN ROBIN  - Turdus migratorius  (King Gillette Ranch 4/1/13)
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Length: 10”; Wingspan: 16”.  Presence: All year, more common in winter.


Yes, Robins nest here as in the eastern U.S., although not as many. They still like worms in your lawn, if you have a lawn. They can be found year-round in SoCal, but they may doing a complex migration: nesting birds may fly south for the winter while northern nesters spend the winter here. Far more common throughout the eastern U.S., they are a common sight in Texas where their winter flocks can number into the many thousands.

They are often seen slowly and hesitantly walking on a grassy lawn, hunting for earthworms. Experiments have shown that the worms are located by sight, not by sound, as is commonly believed.


Nesting: They generally build their twigs & lining bowl-shaped nests 10-20' up a tree, but locally they may nest in the bowl-shaped crown of a tree fern and other odd locations  The female sits on her 3-4 'robin's-egg blue' eggs for 12-14 days. Both parents then feed insects to the nestlings until they fledge 14-16 days later.


English name: Robin - From the French nickname for the name "Robert," which came from the earlier High German name "Roudperht" meaning "fame + bright."  The British are infamous for calling nearly any bird possessing a hint of red on the breast "Robin" or "Robin Red-Breast".  So we find all sorts of completely unrelated birds, all over the world, called Robins.


Scientific name: Genus - "thrush" (Latin); species - "wanderer" (Latin).

Text by Chuck Almdale
LOCAL BIRDING RESOURCES
Facebook Photo Album Non-Passerines – 170 photos

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.128635707233147.25144.108132545950130&type=3
Facebook Photo Album Passerines – 67 photos

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.215104801919570.46394.108132545950130&type=3
Birdwalks for Children & Parents
Woodley Park at Sepulveda Basin – October through March - 2nd Saturday, 9am to 11am

Directions: North from Burbank Bl. onto Woodley Ave., ½ mile west of San Diego Fwy (I-405). ½ mile to the 2nd possible right (east) turn, at sign for the Wildlife Reserve. Bear right at the fork in road and go east ½ mile to Wildlife Area parking. Walk south past restroom building to amphitheater meeting place. 
Equipment and Clothing:  Wear sturdy shoes and layered clothing.  A cap or hat with a brim is suggested.  We have binoculars to loan or you can use your own.  

More Information: http://www.sfvaudubon.org/.

Reservations: Not needed except for large groups.  Rain cancels.
Malibu Lagoon State Park – Year-round – 4th Sunday, 10am to 11am

Directions: Malibu Lagoon is at the intersection of Pacific Coast Highway and Cross Creek Road in Malibu. Lagoon parking lot is $12 or by annual pass. Free parking available along PCH north of Cross Creek Road or on Cross Creek Road itself but read signs carefully – some parts of PCH are off-limits. Lagoon parking in the shopping center lot is not permitted.
Children and Parents Walk 10:00 a.m. – One hour session, meeting at the metal-shaded viewing area between the parking lot and the channel. We start at 10:00 for a shorter walk and to allow time for families to get it together on a sleepy Sunday morning. We will have kid-experienced leaders so please bring the kids to the beach! We have an ample supply of binoculars that children can use without striking terror into their parents – we want to see families enjoying nature. (For Scout Troop or other large group of kids please see our blog announcements to make sure we have enough binoculars.)
Equipment and Clothing:  Dress in layers. Weather at the beach can be very different from valley Weather.  A cap or hat with a brim is suggested.  We have binoculars to loan or you can use your own.  

More Information:  https://smbasblog.com/ 

Reservations: Not needed except for large groups. 
San Fernando Valley Audubon Society

Website:  http://www.sfvaudubon.org/ 

Santa Monica Bay Audubon Society 

Website:  https://smbasblog.com/ 
Pasadena Audubon Society

Website:  http://www.pasadenaaudubon.org/ 
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