Uolorful Gravs

by Mike Stoke

Mot everyone thinks the New Mexico desert is very
colorful. There is a canyon in the foothills of the Guadalupe
Mountains, in Eddy County, that would impress anyone with its
vibrant colors. Sure, it's a rugged beauty. The rocky slopes offset
the light green scrub oaks nestled around the darker pinyons.
An occasional madrone adds another splash of color, with its
smooth burnt orange trunk. Canyon maples, not a widespread
tree in New Mexico, line the creek beds and offer the possibili-
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Griy Vireos in the
Guadalupe mountains. Male
and female Gray Vireos look
the same, and both incubate
and care for their young.
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After finding these territo-
ries, | devoted most of my time
to learning as much as | could
about the colony. When | first
arrived, most of the males had

ty of a fiery fall. Wildflowers present a spectrum of colors and
attrace numerous butterflies, such as Tiger Swallowtails, Red
Satyrs, and California Sisters.

The birds steal the show. Scott’s Orioles display a striking yellow
and black plumage as they fly between the pinyons. Hepatic Tanagers
add red, and Blue Grosbeaks add blue to the shifting kaleidoscope.
Even the sparrows here provide the colors for which they are named:
Rufous-crowned, Black-throated, and Black-chinned. Amid a colorful
avian assemblage, the Gray Vireo seems dull at first. In a short time,
however, | learned that Gray Vireos are just as colorful as the other
birds, but in a different way. The Gray Vireos were the reason | was in
that canyon, and they make it the special place that it is.

Just before the 2005 field season, the New Mexico Department of
Game and Fish, through a Share With Wildlife grant, came through with
funds for Hawks Aloft to locate and monitor a population of Gray
Vireos in southeast New Mexico. They are interested, as | am, in Gray
Vireos, because very little is known about the species.We know it is a
shrub-nesting migrant, about five inches long, that breeds in remote
regions of the southwest states. However, few researchers actually go
into those remote areas and document territories and reproductive

successfully attracred
mates and begun the nest-
ing process. As | watched, |
found that what this
species lacked in color,
they more than made up
for in personality. The
males jealously guarded
the females, not letting
them out of their sight.
They foraged together and
traveled through the terri-
tories together, maintaining
contact with soft calls. One
neighboring male got too
close to a bonding pair, and
a fight ensued, a physical
confrentation that started
in midair and ended with
both male combatants flut-

success, The Black-capped Vireo, also a shrub-nester with a limited breed-
ing range (Texas, Oklahoma, and northern Mexico), is federally endangered,
What is the true status of the Gray Vireo! Do Gray Vireos face the same
threats as Black-capped Vireos! Or is this simply a commen species that
has been overlooked, but doing fine! | started commuting to the

Guadalupe Mountains in April to search for some answers.

It didn’t take long to find 15 Gray Vireo territories in that canyon
northwest of Carlsbad. | located singing males first by their short whistled
phrases, similar to the also present Plumbeous Vireo, but faster and sweet-
er. | visually confirmed each Gray Vireo by noting the gray plumage, the
thick vireo bill, the pale wingbars (often appearing as one rather than the
usual two), and the lack of the clear spectacle facial pattern worn by the
Plumbeous. Although very easy to identify by appearance. | learned that
their active behavior also set them apart from the somewhat sluggish
Plumbeous Vireos. Even in the heat of the afternoon, when other birds are
silent and skulking, and | desperately gulp my Fierce Melon Gatorade in a
stupor, the Gray Vireos continue to flit through the vegetation and fill the

air with song.

tering to the ground in squeals and a ball of feathers. The males separated
and continued their disagreement in excited song. Unlike the males of
most species, the male Gray Vireos play an active role in nest building and
incubating. Often, | watched the males innocently singing from the nest as
they busily added material and formed the cup with their body, Most birds
are very secretive around their nests, but not the Gray Vireo,

As hunters, Gray Vireos attack their insect prey in an exuberant style
that transcends their small size. They usually find their prey near the
ground in the foliage of shrubs, but they will sometimes demonstrate acro-
batic pursuits. | watched as one vireo flew straight up in the air. Just as |
wondered what it was doing, it snatched a tiny insect about thirty feet
above the ground and dove straight back down into the bush. Often, the
vireo will capture a large caterpillar or winged insect and bash it against a
rock to subdue it. Like some larger birds, they hold down larger prey with

their feet as they feed. They accompany their foraging bouts with active tail

flicking, a trait that counters the languid stereotype of the vireo family.
What sets Gray Vireos apart from any other nesting songbird | have

worked with is their unwary acceptance of my presence. They let me
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