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Welcome to our later than usual meeting, hold on to your hats August has arrived and with it the lovely August winds. Visit our
facebook page, come and see what other members have been up to, share your sightings, identification queries and photos with us.
www.facebook.com/birdlifepolokwane. If you happen to come across anything you would like to see in our next newsletter, or you
would like to give feedback you can e-mail me at chantz66@gmail.com. Happy birding.

Chantelle

‘Little-Brown-Jobs’
by Lisa Grosel

The very popular ‘Little Brown Jobs’ identification course was again
presented  by  Joe  Grosel  of Tembele  Ecological  Services  over  the
weekend of 19-20 July in Polokwane. Several members of both Birdlife
Polokwane and the Tzaneen Eco-club attended. Great interest was
shown by all the participants, particularly during the practical session
held on the Sunday morning in the Polokwane Game Reserve.

Here the participants could practice their new-found ID skills in the
field. There are few better places in the Limpopo Province for LBJ’s
than this reserve. Rufous-naped, Sabota and Short-clawed Larks were
spotted and a host of other tricky little buggers were also seen including
Bushveld Pipit, Desert & Rattling Cisticolas, Burnt-necked Eremomela,
Tawny-flanked & Black-chested Prinia and many seed-eaters in winter
(non-breeding) plumage.

The 2014 ‘Amazing Bird Race’
by Joe Grosel

I may not be great at bird identification but I do know that there
are four females and one male...

On Saturday 05 July four eager teams lined up for the third annual
‘Amazing Bird Race’ hosted by Birdlife Polokwane. The trophy
holders ‘Die Katlagters’ were keen to defend their title but were up
against a determined lot in the form of ‘The Swifts’, ‘Blits Bosloeries’
and ‘Stupid Buitelanders’.

The teams all met at the starting point at 07h30 where they were given
11 cryptic clues that had to be deciphered in order to obtain the target
bird species. With much help from ‘Google’ the teams set off to search
for and photograph the 11 species. There was a good mix of bushveld
species on the list including Crimson-breasted Shrike, African Hoopoe,
Blue Waxbill and Cape Glossy Starling as well as several suburban birds
such as Cape Wagtail, Speckled Pigeon and even Common Myna.

‘The Swifts’ team lived up to their name and came through in first place,
in a new record time of 69 minutes, 12.300 seconds with the ‘Blits
Bosloeries’ not far behind in second place in a time of 83 minutes. The
‘Stupid Buitelanders’ surprised themselves and took the bronze medal
with last year’s winners trailing the field by some margin!!!

Long after the adjudication and prize-giving was over the banter,
excuses and ribbing could still be heard while teams enjoying a drink
and a braai together at the Tembele Country Estate. Reminds me of how
cricket was played in the old days.

Graeme and Pappa Derek.



Birds may be born to sing but it’s a skill they must learn
By Herb Wilson - www.pressherald.com

In 1772, composer Franz Josef Haydn was enjoying a stay at the
estate of his patron, Prince Esterhazy, in Hungary. Haydn and
his small orchestra were working long hours and many of the
members were tired and homesick. Rather than directly asking the
prince for a vacation, Haydn composed his Farewell Symphony
to get his message across – the orchestra needed a break.

The Farewell Symphony begins with the entire orchestra playing.
In the final movement, an orchestra member in turn would stop
playing, snuff his candle and walk offstage. By the end of the
movement, only Haydn and the concertmaster were left on stage.

Esterhazy got the message and gave the orchestra a well-deserved
holiday.

The same effect is occurring now with our songbirds. Now a walk
in woods in the early morning is no longer accompanied by a
deafening chorus of many voices but rather isolated songs from a
few species. A recent excursion yielded frequent songs of hermit
thrushes,  red-eyed  vireos,  black-throated  green  warblers  and
song sparrows. Gone were the songs of ruby-crowned kinglets,
ovenbirds, chestnut-sided warblers, rose-breasted grosbeaks, red-
winged blackbirds and a host of other breeding songbirds that
were in full voice a month ago.

We know the primary functions of male song are to attract a mate
and repel other males. Most songbirds in Maine have a single
brood each summer and young typically fledge by mid-July.

We do not have good information on the energetic cost of singing
but measurements on canaries indicates singing increases the
metabolism of a standing bird by about 5 percent.

The European starling has two sensitive phases, one between the
third and fifth months of its life and a second one between the
ninth and 11th months of its life.

During this time a young bird encodes a template of its species
song in its brain. A young bird typically engages in subsong
after the sensitive phase is completed.  This subsong is the
avian equivalent of human babbling. Notes are sung but in the
wrong order. Subsong may not be audible even six feet away,
but typically becomes louder with practice. You may be able to
hear the subsongs of song sparrows or other birds in the next few
weeks.

Over the winter a process called crystallization occurs. The brain
processes the template of the learned song to allow the song to be
sung. The process is accelerated by the production of testosterone,
preparatory to the male’s first efforts at breeding. At the end of
the crystallization period the adult song is sung perfectly.

Coincidentally, the obituary of Peter Marler was released
this morning.  Marler  spent  his  academic  career  at  Berkeley,
Rockefeller University and the University of California-Davis.
He pioneered the use of spectrograms to analyze bird sounds
and contributed much to our understanding of song learning
and dialects. If fact, Marler could look at the spectrogram of a
Californian white-crowned sparrow and tell you precisely where
that bird was recorded based on its dialect.

Herb Wilson teaches ornithology and other courses at Colby
College. He welcomes reader questions and comments at
whwilson@colby.edu

Since singing requires energy, the more interesting question is not
why do so many songbirds cease singing after breeding but rather
why do some songbirds continue to sing after breeding?

One possible answer is that the males are tutoring their sons. With
few exceptions, a songbird must learn to sing its characteristic
song from hearing its father or other males of its species sing.

Song learning occurs via a series of steps. The sensitive phase
begins only a couple of weeks after hatching. A young male hears
adult males singing and memorizes the song. In some species a
single sensitive phase occurs. For instance, the song sparrow has
a sensitive phase that lasts for about three months, beginning a
week after hatching.

Outings / Uitstappies
13 – 15 Aug – Groblersdal Atlassing with Limpopo Bird Guides (JG)
16 Aug – CWAC count Polokwane Bird Sanctuary (RvT)
23 Aug – Day visit to Schoemansdal (RvT)
31 Aug – ‘Pel’s Persuit’ - Club Ranch (RvT)
19 Sep – ‘Movie Night’ (LG & S3)
20 Sep – Visit to the Crown Bird Rehabilitation Centre (LG)
02 – 05 Oct – Raptor Identification Course in the KNP with the Limpopo Honorary Rangers (CH)

Contact Persons

Photo: Bokmakierie (shrike),
Telephorous zeylonus, Singing from
perch, Addo National Park, Eastern
Cape, South Africa  by Nigel Dennis
www.nigeldennis.com

Charles Hardy – CH (083 457 1721); Joe Grosel – JG (082 415 5250); Lisa Grosel - LG (083 380 2322); Lisa Martus de Boer – LM
(082 200 4596); San3 de Wet – S3 (082 453 2754); Saartjie Venter - SV (083 653 0475), Derek Engelbrecht – DE 0822005277, Richter
van Tonder – RvT 082 213 8276 and Susan Chapman – SC (082 809 7873


