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November 01 – Avian Olympics 

Everybody loves Olympic athletes.  Bird watchers especially love the avian Olympians. 

The Thick-billed Murre, doesn't look particularly graceful as it crash-lands into the 

waves, but underwater it is a master diver. This penguin look-alike can plummet to 

depths of nearly 700 feet at a speed of 6.5 feet per second. 

The Peregrine Falcon dominates diving through the air. When chasing prey, the 

Peregrine Falcon plunges at speeds up to 200 miles per hour to snatch up their dinner. 

These death dives are called “stoops” and are undeniably gold-medal-worthy. 

The Gentoo Penguin may waddle about awkwardly on land, but when it hits the water it 

is unstoppable. These birds dart through the water at speeds up to 30 miles per hour—

while world record holder Michael Phelps maxes out at just 5 miles per hour. 

Usain Bolt, the fastest human, can run 100 meters in under 10 seconds, reaching a top 

speed of 27 miles an hour, while the Ostrich can sprint up to 43 miles per hour across 

African savannas, making them not just the fastest running bird, but the fastest thing on 

two legs. 
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November 02 – Kakapo Comeback 

Here’s a bit of good news. You may have heard of the critically endangered kakapo of 

New Zealand. The flightless bird, which is known as the “owl parrot” and is the heaviest 

parrot in the world, had a population of just 123 individuals as of 2014. Now, thanks to a 

major boost in chick numbers—33 babies have survived their first few months of life, 

compared to just six in 2014—that population number looks set to rise. 

The chicks are part of the Kakapo Recovery Program, an effort to boost Kakapo 

numbers to a healthy level. 

The bird, which was once found throughout New Zealand, has been nearly wiped out by 

habitat loss and by invasive rats, stoats, and cats that were introduced to New Zealand 

mainly by European settlers. These introduced species were a huge threat to the 

flightless Kakapo, which had evolved in a land without any mammalian predators. This 

also led to them being extremely long-lived, able to hit 120 years. 

Since 1995, however, workers with the Kakapo Recovery Program have been carefully 

monitoring population levels, providing the birds with supplemental feed, and ensuring 

the islands where the Kakapo remain are free of invasive predators.
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November 03 – Marbled Murrelets 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has upheld protections for 3.7 million acres of critical 

habitat for federally-threatened Marbled Murrelets of the Pacific Northwest, after a 

challenge by a timber industry group.  

Long a mystery, scientists discovered in the 1970s that Marbled Murrelets depend on 

the large, mossy branches of old-growth trees for nesting, after spending most of their 

lives foraging in coastal waters. Nesting habitat in the Pacific Northwest declined 

significantly due to commercial old-growth logging, leading to an Endangered Species 

Act listing in 1992, and the designation of critical habitat in 1996. 

But the American Forest Resource Council challenged this habitat designation in court, 

leading to a review by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Critical habitat designations 

are required to be considered for species listed under the Endangered Species Act, 

representing areas “essential to the conservation of the species”. 

National Audubon submitted public comment in support of maintaining the critical 

habitat, while also encouraging additional marine designations in foraging and resting 

areas. While the FWS did not add new critical habitat, the affirmation of the current 

habitat represents good news for this imperiled bird. 
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November 04 – Frigatebirds 

Frigatebirds are amazing fliers.  These seabirds can stay aloft for up to two months 

without touching down on land or water. More importantly, while out to sea, they couldn't 

even take a break even if they wanted to; unlike most other seabirds, frigatebirds can't 

swim, becoming waterlogged and eventually drowning if they do encounter water. It's 

this inability to stop and get some rest while floating that has caused scientists to 

suspect the bird might sleep while flying. 

So scientists worked with a nesting population of the species in the Galapagos Islands. 

Capturing 15 of the birds to implant electroencephalographs (or EEGs) into their skulls 

to tell when the birds were awake or asleep. An implanted accelerometer clued them 

into how fast and in what direction the animals flew. 

The researchers found that while frigatebirds do sleep while flying, they sleep very 

little—about 45 minutes each day in short ten-second bursts, usually after dark. On 

land, the birds sleep one minute at a time throughout the day and night for a total of 

roughly 12 hours each day.  

While sleeping mid-flight, the birds often sleep with only one side of their brain, leaving 

the other side awake.  
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November 07 – Dogs Helping to Count Owls 

Since the 1980s, scientists canvassing the Pacific Northwest’s threatened norther 

spotted owl have relied on vocalization surveys that use simulated calls to elicit the 

birds’ hoots. As spotted owl range has been invaded by barred owls, which sometimes 

kill spotted owls, concerns have grown that spotteds may stop responding to 

vocalization surveys, or that responding may open them up to attack. 

Enter the canine corps! Dogs specially-trained to sniff out Northern spotted owl pellets – 

the undigested bones, fur, and other prey bits the owls regurgitate. A study in northern 

California’s Shasta-Trinity National Forest focused on Shrek, a Labrador retriever mix; 

and Max, an Australian shepherd mix. The dogs scored an 87 percent detection 

probability during the searches, compared to 59 percent for the six traditional 

vocalization surveys – nearly 30 percent better. 

In barred owl-free areas, vocalization surveys have a lot of value, so by no means are 

scientists suggesting that the dogs should replace the vocalization surveys. But it’s hard 

to out-perform as sniffer dog. 
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November 08 – Bowhead Whales Sing Like Songbirds 

When oceanographers listened to audio picked up by a recording device in icy water off 

Greenland’s Fram Strait, they were stunned to hear endangered bowhead whales 

singing a remarkable variety of songs throughout the cold season. 

They had hoped to record a few grunts and moans. They were not expecting to get five 

months of straight singing. Not only did they record singing nearly every hour of the day 

and night, they picked up more than 60 unique songs. The size of the repertoire more 

closely approaches that of song birds than other whales.  

The scientists believe bowhead whales sing in mating season. If this is a breeding 

ground, it would be spectacular. And, for such a critically-endangered species, it’s 

important to know that there is a reproductively-active portion of the population. 

Bowhead whales are rarely-seen arctic dwellers that had been hunted to near-

extinction. But the new recordings of their songs suggests that the population might be 

bouncing back under the icy seas. The colossal creatures with big, icebreaking skulls 

can grow to over 20 meters long and possibly live up to 200 years. Studying where 

these whales live could influence conservation efforts.
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November 09 – Cold Is Key for Wolverines 

Wolverines are tough customers. All the members of the weasel family are, and of 

course, wolverines are the largest of the weasels. When I’ve been in the field in the 

northern Rockies with wolverine biologists, I’ll admit I’ve been struck with awe for the 

survival of such tough creatures – both the wolverines and the field biologists. 

So how tough is tough? Well, when researchers set a trap for wolverines, it’s made out 

of logs – big logs. 

Wolverines range over large areas of snowy, mountainous habitat with a scarcity of 

winter prey. A new study published in the Journal of Mammology suggests wolverines 

take advantage of their chilly clime, however, using crevices, boulders, and snow to 

refrigerate foods, such as elk carrion, and ground squirrels collected during more 

plentiful times of year. The cold chambers protect the food from scavengers, insects, 

and bacteria.  

By reducing the need to hunt, stored food allows mothers more time with their cubs, 

which is especially important from February to April when wolverines are lactating and 

food sources are reduced. Understanding why and how wolverines exist where they do, 

and the various adaptations they’ve evolved to eke out a living will better inform 

population management strategies and conservation of the species.  
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November 10 – Songs of Young Sparrows Are No Call to Arms 

Alright… any old guys listening will love this story. Researchers have found that an 

older male white-crowned sparrow will generally ignore young males singing in their 

territory, but will turn aggressive if he hears a rival his own age.  

What’s happening is these male sparrows assess an opponent’s fighting ability based 

on age. A young male is just not going to scare an older one. Other research suggests 

that younger males are less successful at attracting females than are older males. That 

means older males see these young birds as little threat to them and not worth a lot of 

attention. 

The study is one of the first to suggest that some birds determine a potential rival’s age 

and threat level by its song. And there are a number of cool things going on here. One 

is that it’s just the males who are the loud show-offs, always singing songs and looking 

for a girlfriend. And with so much going on in a spring morning, a sparrow would wear 

itself out chasing every single male out of its territory.  

Of course, this male competition runs throughout a lot of the animal kingdom. From 

giraffes to gorillas, the males are worried somebody’s going to steal their mates.  
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November 11 – The Silence of the Tarsiers 

Tarsiers, five-inch long nocturnal primates from Southeast Asian islands, sometimes 

gape open their mouths as if calling, but make no sounds audible to humans. Perplexed 

by this behavior, anthropologists from Texas A & M University used an ultrasound 

detector to test 35 tarsiers taken briefly from the wild in the Philippines, and found that 

they were not silent after all. 

The tarsiers make calls that, at 70 kilohertz, are among the highest-pitched ever found 

in any terrestrial mammal, and far above the range of human hearing, which tops out at 

20 kilohertz. 

Some other primates use ultrasonic sounds as part of their vocalizations, but this is the 

only primate we know of that makes calls completely inaudible to us. Tarsiers also make 

some vocalizations we can hear. So the tarsiers may use ultrasound as a sort of secret 

system for warning one another of lurking predators deaf to the sounds. 

The ability to hear high frequencies may also allow tarsiers to locate insect prey. 

Clearly, researchers are going to have to listen very carefully to determine what is really 

going on with tarsiers. 
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November 14 - Title 

Oh, good grief! I guess it’s come to this – polar bears are now eating dolphins! 

A polar bear was seen preying on a white-beaked dolphin carcass that had been 

trapped in the ice in Svalbard, a group of Norwegian islands in the Arctic Ocean.  

These dolphins rarely venture so far into the Arctic, they prefer the sub-Arctic which has 

less sea ice and more open water. The dolphins likely made their way to this northern 

area when the ice melted, but were trapped when strong northerly winds packed drift ice 

into the fjords.  

The polar bear observed feeding on a dolphin likely grabbed its prey from an oval-

shaped hole in the sea ice measuring about 60 to 75 centimeters across. The hole 

marked the only break in solid sea ice and was likely a breathing hole kept open by the 

dolphins after they made their way to the fjord during the ice-free stint. Breathing holes 

can be miles apart, and the researchers found no other open cracks or holes in the 

vicinity.  

Now, it may seem unlikely that a polar bear standing on the ice could snatch a dolphin 

from an ice hole, but remember, polar bears are among Earth’s fiercest predators, and 

when they’re hungry – watch out! 
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November 15 – Hyena Breeding 

Spotted hyenas are one of the most legendary and successful predators in Africa. But 

did you know that they have a very complicated mating system that they have to 

navigate – one where the girls rule? 

Spotted hyenas live in hierarchical clans, which typically contain forty to eighty 

individuals. Females, being the larger and more aggressive sex rule these clans. And in 

fact, even the highest-ranking male sits below the lowest-ranking female.  

Females typically stay in the clan they’re born into, while males leave their natal clans 

after puberty to find a new home. However, being accepted into a new clan is no simple 

matter. Established males see new males as competition. In order to be accepted, new 

males have to defer to every other hyena in the clan.  

Males engage in numerous courtship behaviors to entice females. The most common of 

these behaviors is the approach/avoid display, in which the male will approach a female 

and repeatedly take a few steps toward her, and then a few steps away, even if the 

female doesn’t react to his approach. If the female likes this performance, she will bow 

her head to the ground, and keep her legs braced and apart – a sign of receptiveness 

that lets the male know she won’t try to bite him. 
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November 16 – Mexican Wolves 

Once driven to the brink of extinction in the United States, the population of Mexican 

wolves has doubled in just the past five years.  

There were at least a hundred and nine wild Mexican wolves, or lobos, in the Southwest 

in 2014, up from 83 in 2013, according to the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service. It’s the fifth 

year in a row the small population has grown. In 2010, there were just fifty Mexican 

wolves in the wild.  

According to the latest wolf census, conducted through radar tracking, aerial surveys, 

and sightings in the field, there are now nineteen packs -- with at least 53 wolves in New 

Mexico, and 56 wolves in Arizona.  

The Mexican wolf, which is a smaller subspecies of the gray wolf, was hunted out of the 

wild in the United States by the 1970s. In the 1980s, when wildlife officials were 

devising ways to introduce captive-bred Mexican wolves in the Southwest, their goal 

was to have 100 individuals in the wild to guard against extinction. Earlier this year, Fish 

and Wildlife Service officials announced that Mexican wolves would be protected as a 

subspecies under the Endangered Species Act, separate from gray wolves. 
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November 17 – Biggest Rodent Ever 

The biggest rodent to ever stalk the Earth lived about three million years ago in what is 

now South Africa. And, it used its large front teeth the way today’s elephants use their 

tusks.  

Past studies had suggested that ancient giant rodents had fairly weak chewing muscles, 

and small grinding teeth. That suggested the animals dined on soft vegetation and fruit. 

Yet most rodents have tremendously strong bites. So researchers suspected this 

massive rodent was no exception.  

To understand more about how this biggest-ever rodent used its teeth, archaeologists 

analyzed the orientation and size of the animal’s muscles along the jaw. They estimated 

the rodent could produce a bite force of about 312 pounds, equivalent to that of a tiger. 

Even more impressive, the force of the animal’s incisors, or third molars – they could 

reach about three times that amount.  

Because chomping down on veggies wouldn’t require that level of force, scientists 

suspect the incisors had another purpose, and they concluded that it must have used its 

incisors for activities other than biting, such as digging in the ground for food, and 

defending itself from large predators. 
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November 18 – Chimp Seed Dispersal 

Everybody knows birds and bees help distribute seeds and pollen to help plants 

germinate; but how about our cousin, the chimpanzee? 

Well, in the Congo Basin, chimps pluck the bright orange fruit of what is nicknamed the 

gobstopper tree, and can spend hours enjoying the sweet flesh before spitting out the 

seeds. The fruits are incredibly juicy, so the chimps often keep them in their mouths for 

hours. By the time the chimp eventually spits out the seeds, they’ve travelled a long way 

from the parent plant.  

This species is a climbing shrub or small tree that can grow to five meters tall, and is 

found in a sandy coastal area within the reserve that’s owned by the Jane Goodall 

Institute in the Republic of Congo. The tree has been classified as vulnerable, and there 

are fears that habitat destruction caused by the oil industry and urbanization could leave 

it on the brink of extinction.  

Of course, chimps are not the only mammal in the seed distribution game. What do you 

think the squirrels in your back yard are up to? And along with them, other rodents, 

bats, monkeys, and even elephants are important dispersers. In fact, the very reason 

that fruits and flowers evolved is to establish a mutualistic relationship between and 

animals that benefits both, but is essential to the plants.
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November 21 - Reef Fish Growth 

The California sheephead fish lives in kelp beds and rocky reefs stretching from 

Monterrey, California to Baja, Mexico. Every sheephead is born female, but then some 

change sex to become males after growing large enough to defend a territory. But the 

presence of a nearby dominant male inhibits that switch.  

In the Channel Islands off southern California, the sheephead population has bounced 

back from overfishing since marine protected areas were established around the islands 

in 2002. Biologists are finding more large males and large egg-producing females. And 

the bigger fish have bigger mouths. You see, a twenty-centimeter long sheephead has a 

diet that’s only two percent urchin, whereas a forty-five centimeter sheephead munches 

on so many urchins that it makes up thirty to forty percent of their diet.  

So sheephead are very important players in the kelp forest. By keeping urchins in 

check, they maintain healthy kelp, which in turn provides habitat for many, many other 

species.  

Kelp beds nearly disappeared from California in the early 20th century as the predators 

of urchins were hunted and fished by the thousands. Urchins nibble off the anchors that 

hold kelp in place and without their predators the population exploded, and the kelp 

nearly vanished. 
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November 22 - Falcons and Parrots Linked 

When a falcon swoops from the sky to seize its fleeing prey, no one would mistake the 

sleek predator for a gaudy parrot. Yet the secret kinship of falcons and parrots is one of 

the many surprises geneticists found when examining the avian family tree. 

Birds are all around us, having evolved into a dazzling variety of forms in every part of 

the world, but the chore of mapping their family tree has long stumped scientists. Many 

previous studies relied on painstaking comparisons of outward characteristics and 

behaviors which often failed to reveal true relationships. So researchers have 

discovered many cases in which seemingly similar birds were merely distant relatives, 

or birds long-assumed to be unrelated were closely linked. 

So here’s what’s going on. Sometimes unrelated species change over time to share 

traits through a process called convergent evolution. One notable example is monarch 

and viceroy butterflies. One eats milkweed as a caterpillar and is thereby poisonous 

enough to evade being eaten, while the other is its mimic. But in the case of parrots and 

falcons sharing the same ancestors, that’s representative of divergent evolution. 
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November 23 - Turkeys 

Did you know that turkeys are the largest of the grouse family? Because turkeys look so 

big and awkward it may seem unlikely that these birds can take to the skies, especially 

considering how fast they can fly. Over short flights, a wild turkey can top out at 89 

kilometers per hour. Domestic turkeys, however, can’t fly because they’re too heavy. 

These birds have been fattened up over generations for the holiday dinner table.  

Examining a turkey’s droppings can tell you if a male or female bird passed through the 

area. The feces of male turkeys are “J”-shaped and also straighter and larger than 

females’. Hen droppings, on the other hand, look more like a spiral. 

Usually, turkeys are spotted eating acorns and other foods close to the ground, which 

makes it hard to picture them all the way up in a tree. But that’s where they prefer to 

sleep in order to escape predators. Turkeys typically begin their roost at dusk, and 

return to the ground at first light.  

And there’s a reason that male turkeys are called “gobblers.” They’re the only ones that 

make that noise. Each gobbler has a unique call that he uses to attract females during 

breeding season. In fact, most of the bird calls you hear from any bird are from males 

showing off for mates. 
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November 24 – Hibernating Primates 

Hibernation is well-documented in a number of animal species and is common across 

the mammal family tree. In primates, however, it’s almost unheard of. Until recently, the 

only primates known to hibernate were lemurs from Madagascar. But scientists have 

found another primate that settles down for a seasonal snooze: the pygmy slow lorus of 

Vietnam.  

Hibernation is an effective survival strategy for animals that live in parts of the world 

where changing seasons mean that food is less available for parts of the year. Pygmy 

slow loruses eat fruit and insects, and when winter rolls around the insects become 

scarce. That’s why scientists think they hibernate. They have to save energy somehow.  

Another benefit of hibernation is that the drop in body temperature means that the 

animal’s natural body odors are reduced, making the creatures harder for predators to 

detect. Loruses hibernating in trees would be easy prey for snakes, but a cold, stiff lorus 

doesn’t have much appeal to predators looking for a warm, lively dinner. 

Small wonder, then, that so many animals hibernate. In mammals, hibernation appears 

in eleven different orders, from rodents to bats. 
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November 25 – Hummingbird Evolution 

Hummingbirds have evolved into hundreds of different species very rapidly over the 

past 22 million years. A total of 338 hummingbird species are known to flutter the New 

World today in a wide variety of environments including highly-inhospitable 

mountaintops with low oxygen levels. 

Researchers are interested in studying how these birds evolved to inhabit these harsh 

environments. But, they needed a concrete family tree to do so. Such a tree had not yet 

been developed, so a team of researchers worked for about a decade to compile one 

using information from fossils, museum specimens, and living species. 

The new evolutionary tree, or phylogeny, shows that hummingbirds began splitting off 

from ancestral swifts and tree swifts roughly 42 million years ago -- likely in Eurasia. 

The first evidence of the common ancestor of all modern hummingbirds appears much 

later, about 22 million years ago in South America. 

Once in South America, the birds diversified rapidly, into nine groups and hundreds of 

separate species that took advantage of many different environments. But they all feed 

on nectar. 
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November 28 - Smart Animals 

We humans tend to think we’re pretty smart. We’ve got big brains, and complex 

language. But as we learn more about the rest of the animal world, it’s becoming pretty 

clear that other beasts are pretty darn intelligent. Chimpanzees, bonobos, and other 

primates get a lot of recognition, but how smart are other non-primate species? 

As it turns out, being piggy is actually a pretty smart tactic. Pigs are probably the most 

intelligent domesticated animal on the planet. The octopus takes the cake for 

invertebrates. Experiments in maze and problem-solving have shown that they have 

both short-term and long-term memory. Crows have been found to engage in feats such 

as tool use, the ability to hide and store food from season to season, . 

ns have only begun to unravel it. And elephants top the list of the brightest non-

primates. They live in close-knit societies with an intricate social hierarchy, and the 

elephant’s ability to make decisions based on past experience plays a key role in their 

herd’s survival. 
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November 29 - Whale Killed by Fish 

I don’t know if you ever sneezed food out of your nose when you were a kid, but I did, 

and it was both memorable and hilarious to my best friend and me at the time. However, 

such anatomical anomalies can turn tragic. Take the two long-finned pilot whales that 

died along the Dutch coast last winter after flat fish got stuck in their blowholes and 

suffocated the giant mammals. 

Blowhole suffocation due to fish is rare, but here’s how it happens. The fish, in this case 

common sole, do not get sucked in when the whales inhale at the surface, but on the 

way out, by mistake, when they exhale. 

When pilot whales swallow a fish, the prey usually goes to the right or the left of the 

whale’s larynx. But if the prey is huge, the whales can disconnect their larynx to create 

more room to swallow large, tasty bite. And if the larynx is dislocated it’s possible for live 

prey, especially a flexible and feisty common sole, to reach the nasal passage. 

At this point, the whale likely coughed, forcing air through the nasal passage to clear it, 

but that only lodged the sole firmly into the whale’s blowhole. The fish were too big to 

get through, and the whales died of asphyxiation. 
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November 30 - Pterodactyl 

Giant toothless pterosaurs, with wingspans stretching 12 meters across, ruled the skies 

60 million years ago. And new research suggests that these ancient flying creatures 

once had a worldwide presence, and likely played an important role in the late 

Cretaceous ecosystem. 

Despite their formidable size, the pterosaurs of the Azhdarchoidea family had no teeth. 

And new research suggests they replaced their toothed relatives as the dominant 

species when high levels of carbon dioxide killed off important microscopic marine 

creatures leading to a mass extinction about 90 million years ago. 

This shift in dominance from toothed to toothless pterodactyls apparently reflects some 

fundamental changes in Cretaceous ecosystems. Fossil records show that pterosaurs 

were probably the first airborne vertebrates, and they took to the skies around 220 

million years ago. Some are so large that they likely had to get a running start before 

taking off and had a hard time landing.  

The name Azhdarchoidea comes from the Persian word "azhdara," which means 

dragon. These toothless creatures lived during the late Cretaceous period about 60 to 

70 million years ago. 

 

 


