FRONTIERS IN ORNITHOLOGY

Data & Discoveries in the World of Birds
Behavioral
Evolution in Birding
Only members who were present at the creation of the ABA can appreciate the halfcentury–plus of continuing education in avian
behavior that Birding magazine has given us
since its birth in 1968.
Although the ABA’s primary mission in
those earliest years was where to find birds
and how to identify them, the seeds that eventually flowered into “Frontiers in Ornithology” were planted within a year of the association’s birth.
An inspired light suddenly lit for Birding
Editor James A. Tucker as early as vol. 1, no.
4 (July–Aug. 1969 issue, p. 6). It was an advanced concept for birders’ education.
Tucker ventured, “This may prove to be a
giant undertaking and naturally take some time
to mature, but it was suggested that a supplement to Birding could be entitled ‘Birding
Abstracts’ and would consist of short synopses
of the many articles and notes which appear in
the hundreds of bird-related publications.”
Who suggested the attention is not recorded, but its full fruition took a while. In
the Jan.–Feb. 1976 issue (pp. 56–58), Tucker
enlisted Paul A. DeBenedictis, a prominent
scientist and birder in New York, to initiate
a column titled “Dr. D’s Auk-word Ornithology” and prophetically subtitled “Gleanings
from the Technical Literature.”
DeBenedictis’s mission was to build a
bridge between amateur birders and ornithological science. In his inaugural installment he
wrote, “This column will review publications
in the technical literature which potentially
affect birding. It will be semi-technical, with
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emphasis on the semi-!”
It didn’t take long for DeBenedictis to begin to relate bird behavior to birders. His third
“Gleanings” column, in the May–June 1976
issue (pp. 152–156), opened with coverage
of research on Red-naped and Williamson’s
sapsuckers appearing in the ornithological
journal The Condor. DeBenedictis’s no-nonsense summary advised birders to seek the
more-specialized, aspen-nesting Williamson’s
in habitats with close proximity to ponderosa
pines for feeding.
That behavioral note immediately improved birders’ chances of finding both species. Gradually, birders who paid attention to
DeBenedictis’s column also started to realize
something else. His digests of publications by
professional ornithologists not only enhanced
their birding experience, but also aroused

deeper interest in birds beyond finding and
identifying them.
DeBenedictis’s extraordinary ability to link
birders to science continued to educate us until a severe illness brought “Gleanings” to an
untimely end in 1997. But his legacy was secure, and DeBenedictis’s commitment to education encouraged many of us to learn more.

A remarkable vocal discovery came when
researchers learned that a Black-capped
Chickadee’s alarm call did not simply warn
other chickadees that a raptor was approaching. The call was so precise that it also told
them whether it was an accipiter to be feared
or a buteo not to worry about. Grantsville,
Maryland; July 2020. Photo by © Kojo Baidoo.

For a few years, an irregular series of “Gleanings” authors were contributors to Birding
Editor Paul J. Baicich from 1998 to 2002: William Moskoff, Kenneth P. Able, Paul E. Woods,
Kevin Omland, and James D. Rising. All of
them moved behavioral coverage forward.

A

new era was initiated in 2002 when
Ted Floyd, at the time newly appointed
as Birding Editor, suggested a column that
would serve as a capsulized successor to those
extensively detailed reports based on research
published in the ornithological literature. One
of Ted’s goals was to build on his predecessors’ work, and he asked me whether I’d be
interested in writing such a column. If the
quark-governed universe permits a reply in
less than an instant, I said yes pre-instantly.
Thus was born “News and Notes,” the
first installment of which appeared in the Feb.
2003 Birding (pp. 18–21).
Ted emphasized behavior as an important
topic for birders to understand the science of
the birds they were seeing, hearing, and wondering about. That has been so ever since.
Building on Ted’s enthusiastic guidance for
nearly two decades, “News & Notes” and its
successor “Frontiers in Ornithology” have
followed his lead.
“News & Notes” and “Frontiers in Ornithology” report on others’ research, but it is
gratifying that the magazine has increasingly
emphasized researchers describing their own
studies. A sampler from just the past year includes articles by David A. Leatherman on
Canyon Wrens (Apr. 2020, pp. 20–22), by Joanna Chin on Heermann’s Gulls (Apr. 2020,
pp. 24–31), by Ken Warren on Florida Grasshopper Sparrows (June 2020, pp. 38–43),
and by Lauryn Benedict and David Logue on
avian duetting (Nov. 2020, pp. 20–27). The
interplay between ecology and behavior is
central to these articles and others like them.
In 2020 alone, behavior was either the sole
topic or a topic closely related to ecology, conservation, and taxonomy in Birding content
covering no fewer than two dozen bird species
and subspecies—often in remarkable depth.
Already in 2021, behavior is a prominent

topic in articles about the Pileated Woodpecker, the ABA’s Bird of the Year, in the Jan. issue.
And it is to be the subject of this Mar. installment of “Frontiers in Ornithology,” in which
we take a look at vocal interactions between
two larids and between two jays: the Laughing
Gull and Black-headed Gull, and the Blue Jay
and Eurasian Jay.

T

hese larids and corvids are the focus of
a 2020 paper by Marika Davídková and
four colleagues in the Czech Republic and
Austria published in the Journal of Ornithology (tinyurl.com/larids-and-corvids). Their
study, based on experiments in Europe, takes
a fresh look at alarm calls.
A bit of background. Previously unknown
cases of interspecific recognition of alarm
calls have been documented and summarized
in Birding. For example, Red-breasted Nuthatches recognize and react appropriately to
alarm calls by Black-capped Chickadees. Tufted Titmice and Downy Woodpeckers—not to
mention squirrels—also get in on the action.
These interspecific communications have
been reported in this column by both Nick
Minor and me; see recent coverage in the Feb.
2020 (pp. 39–40) and Apr. 2020 (pp. 24–25)
issues, as well as older coverage in the Nov./
Dec. 2007 issue, p. 39. Chickadees’ vocalizations are so sophisticated that they can warn
not only their own species, but also other
birds whether a potential predator is a danger-

Further discoveries came when researchers
found that chickadees’ alarm calls were
recognized by other species, including the
Red-breasted Nuthatch, Tufted Titmouse,
and Downy Woodpecker. Those species
were able to translate the chickadees’ language, but not well enough to distinguish a
dangerous accipiter from a less-worrisome
buteo. Reistertown, Maryland; Oct. 2020.
Photo by © Kojo Baidoo.

ous accipiter that attacks birds or a buteo (or
human birdwatcher!) that arouses little worry.
It is relevant that those communicating species are acquaintances which typically feed
in communal flocks during the nonbreeding
season. They had been familiar with one another’s calls all their lives.
Not so with the species Davídková and
her team studied at a wildlife park in Austria,
where an average of 17 Common Ravens feed
in a large wild boar enclosure on remnants of
the boars’ food. Using audio, the research fo-
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cused on how those ravens responded to the
alarm calls of two other corvids: one familiar
to them, the European Jay; the other unfamiliar, the Blue Jay, whose calls the ravens had
never heard before.
The responses were characterized by three
behaviors: flying away, freezing (ceasing to
move), and vigilance (watching their surroundings). Reacting to alarms by the familiar Eurasian Jay, the ravens froze in place and
then quickly flew away. Reacting to the Blue
Jay alarms, the ravens froze and were vigilant,
but did not try to escape a possible predator.
Nevertheless, the ravens’ recognition of the

Ravens in Europe have learned that the
alarm call of a familiar larid, the Blackheaded Gull, does not indicate a threat to the
ravens. In contrast, ravens evidently consider
an unfamiliar Laughing Gull call no more
than a slightly disturbing sound. The mutual
understanding of calls within the Corvidae
apparently does not extend to a distantly
related family, the Laridae. Paris, France;
Apr. 2017. Photo by © Kojo Baidoo.

Blue Jay calls as alarms suggested that
they understood the language of a corvid they had never known.
As a further test, the researchers
compared the ravens’ reactions to
alarm calls of the familiar Black-headed
Gull and the unfamiliar calls of North
America’s Laughing Gull. Some ravens
showed some cautiousness when hearing the Laughing Gull call, but it was
slight. In the authors’ view, perhaps
those ravens merely considered the unfamiliar call a disturbing sound.
Might the European ravens’ reactions
to calls of distantly separated trans-Atlantic
corvids reflect retained, or conserved, “linguistic” signification? The authors mention the
possibility briefly, but extensive research by
others strongly suggests such an evolutionary
consequence. It is well known that birdsong
can evolve very quickly, both culturally and
evolutionarily; but it is perhaps less well appreciated that certain aspects of bird vocalizations are relatively conserved traits. In a study
conjoining evolutionary insights with then–
cutting-edge methodologies, J. Jordan Price
and Scott M. Lanyon demonstrated in 2002
that numerous features of oropendola song
are evolutionarily conservative (Evolution 56:
1514–1529; tinyurl.com/Price-Lanyon).

S

uch research is penetrating more and more
deeply into the activities of particular species and relationships among species. When
Paul DeBenedictis told us how to find woodpecker species by their behavior, he anticipated
a connection between birding and science that
grows more important year by year.
And Ted Floyd has led me to write further
about such connections. I have tried to meet
his expectations in 320 “News & Notes” and
“Frontiers in Ornithology” articles since 2003.
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A study in Europe demonstrates that Common Ravens react to alarm calls of a familiar
corvid relative, the European Jay, by freezing,
vigilance, and flying away. Interestingly, the
ravens also understood alarms by their wholly
unfamiliar trans-Atlantic relative, the Blue Jay.
Perhaps this reflects a basal corvid language
that is evolutionarily retained. Reistertown,
Maryland; June 2018. Photo by © Kojo Baidoo.

We can now look forward to a new generation of young birders and scientists, who will
tell us more about behavior and other topics in Birding. Nick Minor, who has shared
“Frontiers in Ornithology” with me in recent
years, is one of these brilliant young enthusiasts. And I am pleased that others may soon
join Nick’s team.
For now, there is no better way for me
conclude this paean to coverage in Birding
of bird behavior than to quote from a book
review in the Dec. 2020 Special Issue of
Birding. It is Julia Zarankin’s review of Jennifer Ackerman’s The Bird Way: A New Look
at How Birds Talk, Work, Play, Parent, and
Think by (Penguin, 2020):
More than anything, The Bird Way
shows us how, for the invested birder and
scientist alike, the learning never stops.
Bird cognition, perception, mental agility, and problem solving are at the center
of Ackerman’s investigation…The more
you learn about birds, the more they
promise to astonish you.

