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It's a Beaut!
by Sandy Wohlgemuth

F

iorello LaGuardia, the
charismatic mayor of New
York City in the '30s, was a
lovable, sharp-tongued, honest
politician. Once, when he screwed up
badly, he laughed and said, "When I
make a mistake, it's a beaut!"
Well, the Los Angeles Bureau of
Sanitation has made a beaut. Here's
the story:
Septic tanks are common in outlying areas where there are no sewers. Surprisingly, they are not uncommon in parts of La CanadaFlintridge, Altadena, Chatsworth,
Hidden Hills, Reseda and other
places. Malibu, now an independent
city, voted overwhelmingly against
sewers; its affluent sewage ends up
in a sewage plant together with bio-

logical waste from less prestigious
addresses. Periodically, vehicles that
resemble gasoline trucks must pump
out the septic tanks and dispose of
the contents. For years these tank
trucks in Greater Los Angeles have
been able to get rid of their fragrant
loads by dumping them locally into
seven designated manholes in the
street near industrial sites or gravel
pits. Underneath the holes are big
drains leading to the Hyperion sewage plant in Playa del Rey.
The Bureau was concerned that
it was unable to keep illegal hazardous material out of the system, so
they came up with what must have
seemed like a great idea: seal off the
special manholes and send all the
tank trucks to one location for
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dumping where their contents could
be monitored. The chosen location?
The Sepulveda Basin Recreation
Area in Van Nuys, the Valley's largest and most widely used park!
When the wind is right, neighbors already are breathing the effluvium that wafts to them from the
Tillman Reclamation Plant in the
Basin. The new septic dump site is
adjacent to Tillman and can only increase the public nuisance. Ironically, although the new structure
will receive the enormous load of
septic waste from the entire Los Angeles area, none of it will be processed by the Tillman Plant next
door. The new facility is completely
independent of Tillman, and its
wastes will go directly to Hyperion.
Tillman does not treat solids but
only separates them and sends
them on to Hyperion.
The Sanitation Bureau estimates
that between 90 and 200 tank
trucks will come into the Basin
from all points of the compass. A

truck coming from Malibu will be
slogging 30 to 40 miles over the
winding, two-lane Malibu Canyon
Road to the Ventura Freeway (101),
then north on the San Diego Freeway (405) where it will exit at
Burbank Blvd. To reach the dump
site, it will have to cut through the
heart of Sepulveda's open space and
rumble past the picnic area in
Woodley Park. Hardly an inducement for a family outing.
The Burbank Blvd. route
through the Basin was the first
choice of the Sanitation staff, but
they may be compelled to have the
trucks take the next north offramp
at Victory Blvd. Staff had said that
Victory — a very busy street, especially during rush hour — was potentially dangerous with several difficult turns for large tank trucks.
Residents on Victory and adjoining
tracts would be subjected to the
daily assault of many noisy diesels
pounding past their doors, fouling
the air with exhaust fumes and perhaps other indelicate odors.
Think of the waste of time and
the increased pollution from 90 to
200 trucks burning up fuel on our
crowded freeways. The trucks will
have to return to their home base,
of course, so then we will have 180
to 400 trips of these big, unattractive vehicles adding to our normal
freeway headaches. (Today we
rarely see septic tank trucks on the
freeways as they are using the manholes in their own areas.) Anyone
who is unfortunate enough to travel
the 101 and the 405 Freeways during rush hour knows the full joys of
gridlock. Imagine the impact of several hundred tank trucks adding to
this bubbling stew of overheating
cars and tempers. The effect of this
additional traffic will not just be local but will be felt far down the
course of both freeways.
A word about numbers. A survey
of 20 sanitation haulers by their association estimates that 116 septic

tank trucks are on the road in
Greater Los Angeles. The average
number of trips to a dump site per
truck is five a day. Rather than the
90 to 200 trips the Bureau of Sanitation projects, a more accurate figure is close to 600 trips a day to the
Sepulveda Basin site. Plus the return trips. The thought of dozens of
trucks waiting in long lines at the
new facility — many with motors
idling — simply boggles the mind.
Pity the poor sanitation haulers.
After all, they are performing a disagreeable but essential service. This
single disposal site will not serve
them well. The long distances and
the waste of time and fuel will increase their costs so that they will
be forced to raise the rates to their
customers. One company says it
will have to buy more trucks; another may go out of business.
Does this project make sense to
anyone? It blights a prime recreation area. It exposes nearby residents to pestilential odors. It adds
unnecessary traffic to our already
clogged highways. It introduces
more pollution into the dirtiest airspace in the nation.
The crunch is that this facility is
not just a set of blueprints — it's
already builtl When the decision to
build was made, the public was not
invited to the table. Because the
City exempted the project from doing so, the Bureau of Sanitation
was not required to write an Environmental Impact Report (EIR). An
EIR, according to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA),
must describe all facets — positive
and negative — of a public or private development. It must also consider alternatives. For example, one
alternative could be three or four
smaller disposal sites closer to
neighborhoods with septic tanks but
far from homes; certainly far from
the greenery, the golf courses, the
wildlife habitat of the Sepulveda
Basin Recreation Area. Perhaps the

Does this project
make sense to anyone?

most important part of the EIR process is public participation. It is the
essence of democracy that any citizen may comment on the most imposing project at an open hearing.
Keeps people honest.
When the initial version of this
essay was printed in the Valley section of the L.A. Times on Sunday,
September 12th, it was accompanied by an outsized cartoon that
was impossible to miss. Trucks are
shown waiting impatiently in front
of giant restroom stalls with a billboard beside the scene reading:
Sepulveda Basin Recreation Area
GOLF • TENNIS • WILDLIFE
and home of the world's largest
TRUCK TOILET

When Valley residents, particularly those living near the Basin,
saw the cartoon and the article,
they were shocked out of their bedroom slippers. Many called the author and on the following Monday,
phoned their councilmember — mad
as hell. They asked: Why weren't we
notified before this thing was built?
Who are these idiots putting a
dump in my park? How do we get
rid of this monstrosity?
Whether the City Council will
approve this colossal beaut is not
known at this time (mid-September). Questions arise. Why did the
city issue a categorical exemption
from the EIR process, and who was
responsible? Why wasn't it obvious
that there were serious environmental problems in store for this
dubious project? Why was the public eliminated from the early stages
of the project when some of the
problems would have been aired?
Was CEQA violated? Was it an honest mistake or was it a case of "weknow-what's-best-for-you?" A deliberate move to avoid opposition, to
sneak in the back way, so to speak?
Perhaps our public servants need
to be reminded more frequently who
they're working for. When big
changes are contemplated the masters of the house should be giving
the orders, not the hired hands. ^*Western Tanager

O P E N

E Y E S
by Dan Kahane

B

ats and many insects fly.
Most animals lay eggs. But
only birds have feathers.
Not only do feathers enable birds to
fly by creating a streamlined shape
and increased surface on the wings
and tail, but they keep them warm
or cool as needed. The patterns and
colors found on feathers also help
birds to hide or to attract a mate.
Feathers are lightweight yet
strong and flexible. They develop
from tiny pits in the skin, just as do
the hairs of mammals. They are
made from a tough, fibrous protein
material called keratin. This is the
same substance that forms nails
and hair on mammals.
There are two main types of
feathers. Contour feathers are the
larger and stiffer outer feathers
that assist the bird in flight. Down
feathers are the "fluffy" feathers
close to the body. Each feather has a
strong central axis called the rachis.
The "feathery" parts of the feather
on both sides of the rachis are called
the vanes.
Take a closer look! Find a
feather. (This should not be difficult
since birds periodically "molt" or
Before preening
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shed old feathers and replace them
with new ones. Do not remove
feathers from live birds!) With a
magnifying glass or hand lens, examine the vanes. Connected to the
part of the shaft called the rachis,
you will see the individual barbs
that make up the vanes. If you look
closely at the barbs of a large contour feather, you may be able to see
parallel sets of branches on both
sides called barbules. These in turn
are loosely connected by tiny
hooklets (too tiny to see without a
powerful microscope). This somewhat complex arrangement allows
the vane to function like Velcro.
Try this: Hold a feather at the
base, which is called the calamus.
Run your forefinger and thumb
along the vane from the tip of the
feather toward the base. The result
should look like the feather below
on the left. Now work back from the
base of the vane, gently pulling
from the shaft outwards as you
move back toward the tip. Your
feather should now look like the
feather on the right. As you observe
birds, both wild and caged, you will
see them frequently doing feather
After preening

maintenance called preening. Birds
depend on their feathers for survival,
and they spend a great deal of time
making sure that they are clean, waterproof and well arranged.
Further feather features:
There are actually six general types
of feathers as well as many modifications. In addition to contour
feathers and adult down feathers,
there are semiplumes, filoplumes,
bristles and powder down feathers.
Try comparing the structural differences between different contour
feathers. Rock Dove (Columba livia)
primaries (large flight feathers) will
make a good basis for comparison.
Magic with a jay feather:
Amaze and delight your friends!
Find a blue feather from a jay (most
any jay will do). Hold it down in
front of you and ask a friend what
color it is. Then wave your hand
over it, maybe throw in a magic
word or two and hold the feather
above you so that the light is behind
it. The blue color will disappear and
the feather will appear grey. Give it
the magic wave again and repeat
step one.
How does this work? Much of the
apparent coloring of feathers is due
not to pigment but rather to the
structure of the feather and the way
it reflects light. This is called structural color and is responsible for the
brilliant iridescent colors on hummingbirds, the beautiful blues on the
various jays, and many others.
Have fun examining feathers,
but please remember that nature
recycles feathers, and that it is
technically illegal to possess the
feather of any native bird. -•*-

P E R S O N A L

H I G H
by Richard Webster

I

n the September inauguration
of this column, Rich Stallcup
captured the excitement of the
appearance of the ultimate bird
(Short-tailed Albatross) on his home
"turf," waters to which he had been
a hundred times and will go again a
hundred times. My choice is a
distant place to which I have been
only once. It was the best birding
trip I have made; I will go again,
although it may not be for years.
Manu National Park is in southern Peru east of Cuzco. It includes
the drainage of the Rio Manu and
covers a 1.5 million hectare expanse
from the lowlands of Amazonia to
above tree line at over 4000m in the
Andes. The lower slopes receive
around 10 meters of rainfall, lowland
sites about 20% of that. At the highest altitudes, the park is semi-arid!
Part of the excitement is what is
exciting about birding in tropical
South America anyway: the most
complex avifauna on earth. Single
localities, including Cocha Cashu on
the Rio Manu, have lists of around
550 species, including over 400 resident birds and so many ovenbirds,
woodcreepers, antbirds, manakins,
cotingas and flycatchers that plates
23-39 of A Guide to the Birds of Colombia are soon the most dog-eared.
Upslope the species lists shorten
but progressively change in composition, particularly including an increase in the number of hummingbirds and tanagers.
In short, if a trip list that includes over 60 species of flycatcher,
50 of antbird, and 40 of hummingbird appeals, Manu is a place to go,
though not the only place. Access to
outstanding birding is available

elsewhere in Amazonia, including
sites near Iquitos, Peru (e.g.,
Explorama/Explornapo) and in eastern Ecuador (e.g., La Selva), with
the Andes in close proximity. Manu
is not the only place to enjoy
antbirds at an antswarm or the parade of toucans and aracaris in and
out of a fruiting tree.
What sets Manu National Park
apart from so many other marvelous places is that it is still wilderness. Its isolation makes it difficult
to visit, but the difficulties of extracting commercial timber and animals have left "the big stuff that is
missing from so many places that
still have the long bird list. Manu
still has:
• Macaws: A day along the river
in the lowlands may produce over
100 individuals and four species;
two more species are in the foothills. In comparison, on a two-week
trip to Iquitos I saw only one species (twice) and heard one other.
• Eagles and Hawk-Eagles: Six
species there. It's a roll of the dice
which ones you'll see (I saw two).
• Cracids, trumpeters, etc.: Almost daily sightings of Razor-billed
Curassow. A herd of Pale-winged
Trumpeters calmly walking around
one. Family groups of Orinoco
Goose along the river banks.
• Monkeys: A dozen species
present, and a realistic chance to
see (and hear) 10, including Emperor Tamarin, Pygmy Marmoset
and the marvelous Common Woolly
Monkey which is, well, lustrously
woolly.
• Cats: Jaguar, Puma and Ocelot
are all present. Steve Hilty had
gone 3 for 7 on jaguar at that point,

and we made it 3 for 8; and 3 for 20
may be more realistic, but at least
one knows that scanning logs along
the river is worthwhile.
• Other Mammals: No one sees it
all, but at least everything that
should be there is there. My thrills
included a Brazilian Tapir swimming across the river in front of our
canoe and a group of Giant Otters
on an oxbow lake that approached
within five meters. Perhaps Giant
Otters are cuddly inside, but in appearance this is one large, toughlooking otter.
• Caiman: Both White and Black
Caiman are regular; Black Caiman
has been virtually extirpated from
Amazonia (for hides). Fortunately,
they were only skimmed here, and
protection is allowing recovery.
The lowland portion of the park
is the wilderness experience. The
Rio Manu is reached by small aircraft from Cuzco. The flight is spectacular as the Andes drop precipitously away beneath the plane, and
the plane then swirls down to the
small grass airstrip at Boca Manu.
From there it is several hours up
river into the park to reach Cocha
Juarez, the location of a four-yearold lodge that provides access to
varzea and terra firme forest and
the successional habitats along the
river. The lodge is simple but removes the need to camp. Camping
is an option that allows one to visit
additional lakes and bamboo habitats farther upstream.
Cocha Juarez is an oxbow lake,
i.e., it is a former bend of the river
that is still replenished at high water. This tranquil lake is surrounded by trails, and the options
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are yours. Go for a paddle? Walk up
a small hill to have a view out over
the forest? Stroll out to the river to
watch the macaws fly to roost before sunset? Whenever you finally
have to tear yourself away, it is a full
day trip by motorized canoe to the
mountains, although a selection of
raptors and a couple dozen Fasciated
Tiger-Herons help pass the hours.
The Andean portions of the park
itself are not accessible. There is,
however, a narrow road that crawls
up the Andes at the edge of the park
providing access to the full range of
montane habitats. On a busy day
like Monday this little known
southern extension of 1-5 may see
as many as four vehicles. It is not
pure wilderness — some areas
around the lowland end of the road
have been cleared, and there are
scattered small clearings in the
mountains— but it is very wild, and
if you want a better selection of
Andean "big stuff," you will need a
backpack.
The first stop is Hacienda
Amazonia, an old plantation that
now caters to nature lovers. The
Hacienda is at the base of an outlying ridge of the Andes. In addition
to a fascinating mix of lowland and
lower montane species, these outlying ridges harbor a small but distinctive group of species, including
Blue-headed Macaw, Rufouswebbed Brilliant and (groan, I
Near Hacienda Amazonia

missed it) Black-backed (Goldenwinged) Tody-Flycatcher. The owners of the Hacienda have installed a
small canopy tower to further the
viewing opportunities.
To properly enjoy the main
Andes, camping is required. If there
is a problem, it is the painful choice
of choosing at which altitudes to
camp. Lower down, Andean Cock-ofthe-Rock, Amazonian Umbrellabird
and Torrent Duck were visible from
one spot. Middle elevations provide
two species of quetzal and the
Woolly Monkeys. Higher still was
one thrill of the trip, Andean Whitewinged Potoo. The upper montane
forest was the setting for a flock of
Golden-plumed Parakeets, Graybreasted Mountain-Toucan and
Red-and-white Antpitta. Mixed
flocks, including the usual array of
stunning tanagers, provide frequent
birding pandemonium.
Eventually one is over the top of
the ridge, and a long drive back to
Cuzco through dry, rugged interior
valleys brings one back to humanity
and eventually Cuzco, though not
without the chance to see Bearded
Mountaineer and Chestnutbreasted Mountain-Finch.
Much has been made of the dangers of Peru. There are some. The
Manu region itself seems relatively
safe; however, to get there one must
go through Lima and Cuzco. While I
do not have statistics for compari-

Rio Manu

son, the chances of something happening to you while going through
the airports or staying at a good
motel seem equivalent to the dangers of living in Los Angeles County
or visiting Miami, choices we approach with fatalism.
Manu National Park is difficult
(^expensive) to reach and requires
some assistance. Two bird-tour companies periodically offer trips, usually in July (dry season): Field
Guides and Victor Emanuel Nature
Tours. Local outfitters offering both
package and custom trips include
Expediciones Manu and Manu Nature Tours, both in Cuzco.
Background papers on Manu,
Manaus, Barro Colorado Island
(Panama) and La Selva (Costa Rica)
are in Four Neotropical Rainforests,
edited by A. H. Gentry (Yale Univ.
Press, 627 pp., 1990). «•-

Richard Webster is a birder,
ornithobibliophile, and attorney living in San Diego, California. From
his birding beginnings in the Santa
Barbara area, Richard has now
birded much of the globe and is
widely recognized as one of
California's sharpest and brightest
field ornithologists.
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C L O S E R

L O O K
by Kimball L. Garrett

Pine Siskin feeding on composite seeds, Sepulveda Basin, Los Angeles County,
31 October 1992

The Pine Siskin
(Carduelis pinus)

A

s suggested by its name,
the Pine Siskin is primarily
a bird of conifers, breeding
in forests of pines, spruces, hemlocks and other cone-bearing trees,
or where such trees are mixed with
catkin-bearing trees, or where such
trees are mixed with catkin-bearing
alders or birches. The conical bill is
laterally flattened on the outer half
and sharply pointed at the tip, a
nifty device for prying seeds from
cones and catkins. Not surprisingly,

our breeding Pine Siskins in
Southern California are restricted
to the mountains, in the native
coniferous forest. They also breed
in coastal coniferous forests from
Monterey County north; these
populations probably extend south
to the Morro Bay area. One can
routinely find Pine Siskins
throughout the summer in the Mt.
Pinos region, the San Gabriel and
San Bernardino Mountains and
other high ranges in the region.

While nesting evidence is not easy
to come by, they surely breed
extensively in these mountains. But
we are familiar with Pine Siskins in
another seasonal role as well —
that of erratic, but sometimes
common, winter visitor in the
lowlands. The late fall, winter and
early spring of 1992-1993 brought a
bumper crop of siskins to the Los
Angeles region, with flocks of
dozens, or even hundreds, routinely
encountered on birding trips. One
flock of several hundred remained
for weeks along a West Los Angeles
street, feeding on fallen seeds of the
planted Casuarina trees and
proving naive in encounters with
that great Los Angeles predator, the
automobile (Sharon Milder found
nearly one hundred dead siskins
here in late January and early
February of 1993). Other winters
are less kind to us (though perhaps
kinder to the siskins) — we have to
struggle just to find a handful of
birds for the Christmas Counts, or
sometimes miss them altogether.
The erratic nature of the occurrence of Pine Siskins in the winter
in our area raises two related questions: where do they come from, and
what triggers their irruptions? Before disappointing you with nonanswers, I would like to address a
very common misconception. It is
temptingly logical to suppose that
our winter siskins in the lowland
have simply moved downslope from
adjacent mountain ranges. This notion of "migration by gravity" (or
anti-gravity, I suppose, when spring
rolls around) is simply unsupported
by biological data. In fact, for many
polytypic species (those with multiple names and recognizable subspecies), there is ample evidence
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against the downslope migration
scenario. Fox Sparrows breed commonly in our mountains, but the
Fox Sparrows wintering in the adjacent foothills and lowlands represent subspecies originating from
hundreds (or usually thousands) of
miles away! Our breeding race,
stephensi, high-tails it to Mexico for
the winter. We can demonstrate the
same thing for Hermit Thrushes,
Red Crossbills and other species
with many races. It is more difficult
to assess the downslope migration
scenario for species which do not
show subspecific differentiation in
western North America. Pine
Siskins (along with Red-breasted
Nuthatches) are excellent examples.
[Another race of Pine Siskin,
macropterus, breeds in northern
Mexico and may irrupt northward
into the southwest, but only nominate pinus is documented for our region.] Basically, we can't tell the
geographical origin of these siskins
and nuthatches from their appearance. So our best indirect evidence
against the downslope migration
scenario lies in the numbers. In invasion winters, we simply get too
many siskins and Red-breasted
Nuthatches to be generated by
source populations in our local
mountains. Furthermore, such invasions often occur simultaneously

over broad regions of western North
America. And finally, the numbers
of such birds in our local mountains
seem to grow during invasion winters through augmentation; the
downslope migration scenario
would demand that our local mountain populations be drained in the
fall and winter.
In short, then, we don't know
were our winter siskins come from,
but we can be reasonably certain
they haven't simply dropped down
out of our local mountains. It's not
inconceivable that they even come
from the northernmost parts of the
species' range, in Alaska, Yukon and
Mackenzie. As to what triggers
their invasions, we can safely surmise they are related to food availability. Presumably regional failures of cone or catkin crops cause
siskin populations to wander to
other regions, but such processes
are exceedingly difficult to track
and measure.
As you read this, we should already know whether this will be another "siskin winter." Given last
year's great numbers, we might expect this to be an off year, as large
invasions rarely seem to happen in
successive years. But when the next
army of siskins does reach our lowlands, you might just wonder from
whence they have come. »«"~

Flock of Pine Siskins on a West Los Angeles street, January 1993
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B I R D S

O F T H E S E A S O N
by Hank Brodkin

I

n November, the fall vagrant
season slows but certainly does
not stop — although some very
unusual records have occurred at
this time of year. It is a good time to
comb the Antelope Valley and other
favored areas for basic and immature plumaged longspurs which
present interesting identification
problems.
This past August demonstrated
the fact that with more people in
the field more interesting birds will
show up. When vagrant chasing
first entered the California birding
picture, most people didn't expect
vagrants until the middle of October. Gradually that date got pushed
back to the middle of September.
This year active birders, mostly in
Santa Barbara and San Diego
County (outside our usual reporting
area), started finding unusual birds
in mid-August.
Single Red-billed Tropicbirds
were seen off Santa Barbara Island
on LAAS pelagic trips on 11 and
19 September (Mitch Heindel and
Herb Clarke). An immature Little
Blue Heron was found near Harbor
Park on 16 September (MH), and a
White-faced Ibis was reported at
Malibu Lagoon where this species is
rarely seen (Bob Pann).
A Ferruginous Hawk was reported in the Antelope Valley at the
very early date of 28 August (Ned
Harris), and immature Sabine's
Gulls were seen in the Valley on 15
September (Jon Dunn) and on 21
September (Jonathan Alderfer). Two
American Oystercatchers were
seen on Anacapa Island on the 12
September LAAS pelagic trip (MH
and Kimball Garrett).
Three Solitary Sandpipers

were seen at Piute Ponds on
Edwards Air Force Base on 21 August (JA and KG). Semipalmated
Sandpiper reports include two on
the L.A. River at Wilson Street on
6 September, two at Hansen Dam on
15 September (Dustin Alcala) and
one at the Santa Clara River mouth
on 19 September (Don Desjardin).
An impressive flock of 22 Pectoral
Sandpipers was on the San
Gabriel River bottom on 21 September (Mike San Miguel), and a Ruff
was at the Santa Clara River mouth
on 19 September (DD).
A Lewis' Woodpecker — first
of the winter — was seen by a bird
tour group over Table Mountain in
the San Gabriels (JD). A very rare
Yellow-bellied Flycatcher was
seen and heard in Gardena Park on
16 September (MH), a Vermilion
Flycatcher was at Hansen Dam on
12 September and an Eastern
Kingbird was in the Sepulveda Basin on 21 September (Muriel Kotin).
Two corvids were out of range in
the deserts — a Scrub Jay at
Ferruginous Hawk, Antelope Valley
28 August 1993

Galileo Park in eastern Kern County
(JD) and an American Crow at
Desert Center, Riverside County on
18 September (Mike Patten).
A Bendire's Thrasher reached
the coast at Big Sycamore Canyon on
29 September (Jack Nash), and an
early Red-throated Pipit was at
Hansen Dam on 16 September (DA).
Warbler reports include
Virginia's on 13 September in
Palmdale (KG), on 17 September at
Huntington Beach Central Park
(Doug Willick), on 18 September at
Van Norman Dam (DA) and on
19 September at the Santa Clara
River mouth (DD); Lucy's on 22 August at Hansen Dam (DA) and on
11 September at Castaic Junction
and at Holiday Lake (KG); a Chestnut-sided on 17 September on the
Oxnard Plain (Wanda Dameron and
Barbara Elliott); two Prothonotaries on 19 September at Furnace
Creek (MP); an Ovenbird on
18 September at Iron Mountain,
Riverside County (MP); a lingering
Hooded on 11 September at
Charlton Flats (NH); a Worm-eating on 21 August at Lake Palmdale
(JA & KG); Canadas on 17 September at Big Sycamore Canyon (DW
and BE) and at Huntington Beach
Central Park (DW); and a singing
Painted Redstart on 6 September
near Lake Arrowhead (KG).
Painted Bunting reports seem
to be increasing with one at the
Hole-In-The-Wall Visitor's Center in
the Eastern Mojave Scenic Area on
2 September (BLM personnel), one
at Furnace Creek on 18 September
(MP) and one at Huntington Beach
Central Park on 18 September (Jim
Pike). A White-throated Sparrow
at Hansen Dam (DA) on 21 SeptemWestern Tanager

ber was early, and a Bobolink was
also at the Dam on 18 September
(MSM and Tom Wurster). Red
Crossbills continue to be numerous
in our local mountains.
An interesting leucistic Lawrence's Goldfinch was reported
from Bear Valley Springs in the
Tehachapis on 31 August (Gail
Hightower). Good birding! -•»—

Records of rare and unusual bird sightings reported in this column should be
considered tentative pending review by
the AMERICAN BIRDS regional editors or, if
appropriate, by the California Bird
Records Committee. Send your bird observations with as many details as possible to:
Hank Brodkin OR David Koeppel
27-1/2 Mast Street
(310) 454-2576
Marina del Rey, CA 90292
(310) 827-0407

New Brazil Bird Books
Reviewed by James F. Clements

J

ust prior to my departure for
Brazil in August, three new
bird books appeared on the
scene. With six weeks to spend in a
country that embraces almost half
the South American continent, plus
1,635 of its bird species, it was an
auspicious start.
Birds of Southwestern Brazil:
Catalogue and Guide to the Birds of
the Pantanal ofMato Grosso and its
Border Areas, by Balthasar Dubs.
This hard-cover, 164-page book covers the Pantanal in southwestern
Brazil.
The translators and editorial
staff let Dubs down, with Mycteria
americana still called the WoodIbis. Colombia is misspelled 37
times, most surprisingly in the
same sentence that Sporophila p.
colombiana is spelled correctly! The
lack of any information on references or vocalizations is a serious
drawback.
Of the 698 species known to occur in the Pantanal, 534 are "illustrated." I use the word illustrated in
its loosest sense, since they are rudimentary at best. The bill of the
Razor-billed Curassow looks like
the bird slammed into a tree while
flying at Mach I. The antthrushes
are drawn like perching birds, bearing no resemblance to their forest
floor posture. Most of the birds look
like specimens illustrated right
from the museum drawer — cotton
eyes and all.
November 1993
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Unless you plan a trip to the
Pantanal or are an obligate bibliophile, the $45 price tag is a bit steep
for this work.
Birds in Brazil by Helmut Sick
is an updated English translation of
Sick's 1985 two-volume Ornitologia
Brasileira. William Belton did a
yeoman's job in the translation and
bringing the book up to date after
Sick's death. With no field guide to
Brazil's birds, I lugged this invaluable reference work around Brazil
for six weeks — and never regretted
for a moment having it with me!
This 8 Ms x 11, 779 page single volume weighs almost four pounds.
Valuable information of each
family is given in an introductory
paragraph, which includes such fascinating tidbits as left-footedness in
parrots. Most species are treated in
great detail, with extensive notes on
ranges and vocalizations. Surprisingly, many of the formicarids are
dismissed with only an English and
scientific name. There is an excellent bibliography for each family for
those who wish to delve more
deeply into the literature on Brazilian birds.
The illustrations of 402 species
include two superb plates of rarities
painted for this volume by John
O'Neill. I was amazed at how much
better the printing of this volume is
compared with the original version
manufactured in Brazil. Hats off to
Princeton University Press for qual-

ity control. This also translated into
only a few errors that I noticed
(Tepui Antpitta and Slaty
Bristlefront misspelled). I'm sure
the Dodo has been extinct for more
than 30 years, and I wonder if the
captive world population of the
Budgerigar is really over 500 million individuals.
An important omission is Olrog's
(Band-tailed) Bull since it is reported from southeastern Brazil by
Belton in his Birds of Rio Grande
do Sul, and I was fortunate to obtain excellent photographs of a pair
of the birds at the Rio Grande jetty.
But these are nit-picking items
— probably noticed because I had
the time during my six weeks in the
country to pour over the book at
great length, savoring the dean of
Brazilian ornithology's most important work. Despite its substantial
price of $125,1 cannot recommend
this book highly enough. Even if
you never plan to go to Brazil, it is a
must for the library of any naturalist. The family accounts alone are
worth the price of admission, and
Belton has captured to a "T" the flavor of Sick's original text.
Birding Brazil: A Check-list and
Site Guide by Bruce C. Forrester
rounds out the trilogy. This 254page comb-bound guide is the ultimate birdwatcher's companion. It
covers 42 of the major birding areas
in Brazil and is complete with detailed maps of each area. I personally birded 12 of the 42 areas listed
and can attest to the fact that the
information about roads, accommodations and species accounts was
the most accurate I have ever seen.
A complete taxonomic checklist
of the birds of Brazil points you to
one of the 42 areas where the bird
can be found, and rarities are given
extra-special treatment in the text.
An excellent bibliography is included. The piece de resistance includes some 30 names and addresses of important contacts in
Brazil. The guide is well worth the
$27 cost — in fact, I saved that
much in gasoline by being directed
to the right spot the first time. If
you are going to Brazil, don't leave
home without it! «w-

Reward!
Find
Missing Species
at Malibu
by Larry Allen

S

ince 1975, results of the
annual Malibu Christmas
Bird Count (MCBC) have
shown a remarkable stability in the
face of the many land-use changes
in the area covered by the count
circle. The 1992 count continued
this trend: the total species reported
(170) was slightly above the 17-year
average (164); the total of individual birds seen (29,343) was
somewhat below the average for
that period (32,130); and total
party-hours (220.5) are comparable
to the longer-term average (208).
On closer look, however, it is apparent that this stability in gross
statistical measures actually masks
offsetting trends in species mix in
the count circle. For example, seven
species which had been seldom or
never seen in earlier years are now
seen every year (see chart), but six
species often found in the years
1975-80 have now virtually disappeared. Had I written this a year
ago, I would not have had to inject a
qualifier in front of "disappeared."
However, during the 1992 count,
you, our count participants, located
two of the "missing" species: Common Moorhen at the pond above the
Tapia Wastewater Treatment Plant
and Dunlin at Malibu Lagoon. This
gives us hope that other missing
species may be rediscovered as well.
If your count area includes a freshwater habitat, be sure to look for
Redhead (not reported since 1981)
and, if there are cattails or reeds,
for Tri-colored Blackbird (also last
seen in 1981). Everyone should
keep an eye (and ear) out for
Lawrence's Goldfinch (last reported
in 1985), and those along the coast
should be aware that Black-legged
Kittiwakes were last reported in
1981. All should be aware that they
might find a bird new to the count,

Change in Species Mix
in the Malibu Count Circle, 1975-1992
Species formerly infrequent,
now regular
(year became regular)
Great Egret
Snowy Egret
Cattle Egret
American Avocet
Greater Yellowlegs*
Long-billed Dowiteher
Allen's Hummingbird*

(1982)
(1982)
(1983)
(1983)
(1979)
(1984)
(1980)

Species formerly regular,
now infrequent
(year last regular)
Redhead
Common Moorhen**
Dunlin**
Black-legged Kittiwake
Tri-colored Blackbird
Lawrence's Goldfinch

** Reported in 1992

* Not reported in 1991
or even the state, no matter where
they are.
It is this last possibility that is
perhaps the most exciting aspect of
this or any other count. Just last
year, for example, one of you found
a bird new to the count, new to Los
Angeles County and extremely rare
for this state: a Le Conte's Sparrow
in a weedy field at Malibu Creek
State Park. Rarities reported in
prior years include Piping Plover
(1973), Ancient Murrelet (1979),
Cape May (1980), Pine (1986), Palm
(1983) and Worm-eating (1983,
1987) Warblers, Painted Redstart
(1982), Harris' Sparrow (1975),
Rusty Blackbird (1987, 1990) and
Orchard Oriole (1986). Of course,
the chance of finding a rarity is enhanced by a thorough coverage of
the count circle; and for this coverage we rely on you, our volunteers.

Oh, the reward? How about the
opportunity to be among the first to
learn of a rare bird at the mid-day
countdown. Or consider the satisfac-

(1981)
(1985)
(1987)
(1981)
(1986)
(1985)

tion of knowing that you are helping document the impact of changes
affecting this portion of the shorelines, hills and valleys of Southern
California; changes that are widely
exemplified throughout the
southland. That's still not enough?
Then be it known that your compiler goes to great lengths to acquire the tackiest, most tasteless
Malibu souvenir in all of existence;
a souvenir which is then awarded
at our post-count pizza party as a
prize to the counter who has found
the Best Bird! Who could desire
anything more? This year's count is
on Sunday, December 19. Participants in prior counts know that the
MCBC is pleasurable and informative; a way to see old friends and
meet other birders; a way to support a scientific endeavor — and a
way to "get away from it all." If you
have participated in a prior count,
you can expect a call from me. If
you haven't participated yet, I need
to hear from you. Give me a call at
(213) 221-2022 (8 A.M. to 8 P.M.) or
drop me a note at 4797 Huntington
Drive North, Los Angeles 90032. « -

Computer Bulletin Board
Birders who have E-Mail addresses on the Internet can receive the
latest bird news through BIRD WEST. You may also be able to receive
Internet E-Mail if you subscribe to such services as America On Line,
CompuServe, MCI Mail and Delphi. Just send the following message
to: LISTSERV@ARIZVM1.CCIT.ARIZONA.EDU
SUBSCRIBE BIRVW&ST your full name
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F I E L D

T R I P S
Continued from page 12

by Olga Clarke

W

here Birders Go In
Southern California, a
locality guide to finding
birds by Henry E. Childs, Jr. (1993),
will be available soon. This great
book is the newly revised edition
with 75 added localities, new bar
graphs, chapters on migration,
where to find the "specialties" and
how to bird all of the counties of
southern California. It is an indispensable aid for local and visiting
birders alike.
Availability and price to be announced in the near future; it is
published by the Los Angeles Audubon Society. «^

Correction
The photo on the cover of last
month's Western Tanager was taken
by Henry E. Childs Jr., Ph.D.
Reservation and Fee Events
(Limited Participation)
Policy and Procedure
Reservations will be accepted ONLY
if ALL the following information
is supplied:
1) Trip desired
2) Names of people in your party
3) Phone numbers (a) usual and (b)
evening before event, in case of
emergency cancellation
4) Separate check (no cash please) to
LAAS for exact amount for each trip
5) Self-addressed stamped envelope
for confirmation and associated trip
information. Send to:
LAAS Reservations
7377 Santa Monica Blvd.
West Hollywood, CA 90046-6694.

Sunday, November 14 — Newport Back Bay. Leader Mary
Carmona. 7'1" high tide should
flush a few rails. Royal Tern and
California Gnatcatcher also good
bets. Take the 405 Fwy S to Jamboree Rd., drive S over the channel
past San Joaquin Hills Rd. to Back
Bay Dr. on your right. If you reach
PCH, you've gone too far. Continue
to the first pullout hugging the bay
along Back Bay Dr., Vz mile off
Jamboree Rd. Meet at 8:00 A.M. for a
full day in the area.
Tuesday, November 16 —
Hansen Dam. Join Dustin Alcala
as he searches for birds in a variety
of habitats filling the old lake bed.
Meet at 7:00 A.M. and bird until
about 10:30 A.M. From the 170, 5 or
405 Fwys N, take the 118 (Simi
Valley) Fwy E to the Glenoaks Blvd.
offramp. Continue SE for one mile,
turn left on Osborne St., then right
on Dronfield St. Head straight into
the parking lot.
Sunday, December 21 — Santa
Clara River Mouth. Leader Pete
Shen. Full day of birding for a wide
assortment of birds here and in the
vicinity. Take the 101 Fwy W to the
Victoria Ave. offramp in Ventura.
Head S to Los Olivas Park Dr. W,
which turns into Spinaker Dr. Meet
at 8:00 A.M. in the small parking lot
where the fencing on the left meets
the beach. Small fee possible if we
carpool into McGrath Park.

If there is insufficient response, the
trip will be cancelled two Wednesdays
prior to the scheduled date (four
weeks for pelagics), and you will be so
notified and your fee returned. Your
cancellation after that time will bring
a refund only if there is a paid
replacement. Millie Newton is
available at Audubon House on
Wednesdays from noon to 4:00 P.M. to
answer questions about field trips.
Our office staff is also available
Tuesday through Saturday for most
reservation services.
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the Rinaldi offramp just S of the
5 Fwy interchange. Go W on Rinaldi
about a mile to the front gate on the
right (N) side. Meet at 7:30 A.M. in
the lot inside the gate on the left.
We will carpool from there and stop
about 1:00 P.M. Restrooms on-site.

Saturday, December 4 — Van
Norman Reservoir. Leader
Dustin Alcala or Doug Martin.
Meet at 7:30 A.M. See November 13
write-up for details.
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Sunday, December 5 — Topanga
State Park. Leader Gerry Haigh.
Meet at 8:00 A.M. See November 7
write-up for details.
Saturday, December 11 —
Carrizo Plains. Leader Sam
Fitton of BLM. Meet at 7:30 A.M. in
Maricopa. Vehicles $13 each. Good
chance for buteos, eagles and
Mountain Plover. Sandhill Cranes
hopeful. If possible, please carpool.
Sign-up with Audubon House for
exact directions. Trip limited to
eight cars.
Friday and Sunday, January 7
and 9 — Raptor Workshop with
Ned Harris. $10 fee for 7:30 P.M.
Friday lecture only. $15 for 7:30 A.M.
Sunday bus trip only. Details in
next month's Tanager. ••*—

Pelagic Trips

A

complete list of the LAAS
1994 pelagic trips will be
published in the December
Tanager.
Meanwhile, here are the dates
for the late winter trips. Call Millie
Newton at Audubon House for information on all of our trips.
Friday, January 28-30 hr. trip
out of Ventura on the M.V. Vanguard.
Friday, February 4 - 30 hr. trip
out of Ventura on the M.V. Vanguard
Saturday, F e b r u a r y 1 9 - 8 hr. trip

out of San Pedro on the Vantuna
Sunday, March 27 - 8 hr. trip out
of San Pedro on the Vantuna ->»"-

EVENING M E E T I N 6
Meet at 8:00 P.M. in Plummer Park.
ID Workshop precedes the meeting at 7:30 P.M.
November 9,1993

Dr. Steve Laymon
Conservation Biology Research Projects
of the Kern River Research Center
ID Workshop: Fred Heath

J

oin the ever-popular Dr. Laymon for an overview of the various
ongoing investigations at this southern Sierran research facility.
Highlights will include updates on the status of Yellow-billed
Cuckoos and Willow Flycatchers.

Willow Flycatcher

December 14,1993 B. Moose Peterson
California's Treasured

F
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B

efore setting out on any
field trip, call the Audubon bird tape at
(213)874-1318 for special instructions or possible cancellations that
may have occurred by the Thursday
before the trip.
A Denotes Pelagic Trips
O Friday, Saturday, Sunday,
\±S November 5-7. Deep water
trip out of Ventura northwest past
Pt. Conception to the Continental
Shelf via Arguello Canyon. Leave
dock Friday at 10:00 P.M. and return
Sunday at 2:00 A.M. (28 hours). Six

D

T

large double bunks for two people at
$210; nine single bunks at $130.
Cost includes three meals. No space
for ice chests. Leaders Kimball
Garrett and Mitch Heindel.
Saturday, November 6 — Antelope Valley. Leader Irwin
Woldman. We will look for raptors
and possibly longspurs, and see
much more in this fine winter
birding region. Meet at 8:00 A.M. at
the LaMont-Odett Overlook on the
E side of Hwy 14 after the Pearblossom Hwy turnoff but before
Palmdale.
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Q Sunday, November 7 —
'^lS L.A. County Pelagic Trip on
the Vantuna. Palos Verdes Escarpment to Redondo Canyon; 7:30 A.M.
to 3:30 P.M. Cost $20. Leaders Herb
and Olga Clarke.
Sunday, November 7 — Topanga
State Park. Gerry Haigh will
lead participants through this
diverse coastal mountain area. This
is an ideal trip for a beginning
birder or for someone new in the
area. A botanist is usually in
attendance. From Topanga Canyon
Blvd. heading SW from the Valley,
turn E (uphill) on Entrada Dr.
(7 miles S of Ventura Blvd., 1 mile
N of Topanga Village). Follow the
signs and make a left into the park.
Meet at 8:00 A.M. in the parking lot
of Trippet Ranch. $5 parking fee.
Saturday, November 13 — Van
Norman Reservoir. Leader
Dustin Alcala or Doug Martin.
Riparian and grassland habitat
surround the reservoir and adjacent
ponds. Wintering passerines,
raptors, Canada Geese, other
waterfowl. Take the 405 Fwy N to
Continued on page 11
12
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