Black OYstercatcher Is Rarity

A bird which is not seen too
often along the coast is the
black oystercatcher, two of
which are pictured above. The
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main reason they are found in
great numbers may be the fact
they are reglcegt l})irds, usually

content to nest in out of the
way areas along the shore and
in spots which are largely in-
accessible to humans.
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In the most remote and lone-
liest places along rocky ocean
shores, a large black shorebird
with a bright red bill sometimes
can be seen. These shy mari-
time birds are known as oyster-
catchers.

Ours is the black oyster-
catcher; there is another species
in the east and in Mexico. Both
of these have some white in the
plumage while ours is all black.

My {first acquaintance with this
bird, whose range is from lower
California to Alaska, occurred
near Big Sur. The bird is con-
sidered somewhat of a_ rarity
among bird-watchers, and while
I was at Point Lobos, many nat-
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uralists came to the place mainly
to see this bird. -

Actually, I do not consider it
very rare. The reason many ob-
servers seldom get to see them
is becausz their habitat is often
in isolated, inaccessible places
where few humans care te go,
or because the bird is 8o secre-
tive that it is not easily seen.

There were about 30 of these
large shorebirds at Point Lo-
bos. But they are anything but
a conspicuous part of the shore
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life. Unless put to flight they
may crouch upon the seaweed
covered rocks and lie perfectly
still, or may stealthily and
quietly walk away.

if excited and put to flight,
they are quite noisy, giving loud,
sharp calls which can be de-
scribed as “whick, whick.”

In some places oystercatchers
build no nest but lay their two
or three chicken-sized eggs in
a slight depression in the sand.
At Point Lobos, of three nests
which I found, all were con-
structed of angular pebbles.

About a quart of small pebbles,
none over a half inch, were
carried to the flat, rocky table-
land. When arranged in the shape
ot a bowl, this became the nest.

Both birds incubate the eggs,
relieving one another ai reg-
ular intervals. Some naturalists
say that the eggs are left un-
covered for lung periods to al-
low the sun to iuncubate them.

However, others are: skeptical
of this. At Point Lobos, where
the sun seldom shines, there
would be few oystercatchers
if they depended wupon solar
heat for incubation.

The incubation period is about
25 days. When -the young are
hatched they are quite attractive
little bundles of brown and tan
down. My observations revealed
that they are not able to walk or
run about as early as are quail
and killdeer. If I remember cor-
rectly, it was 24 hours before
the oystercatcher young could

.|stand and walk; both the other

precocial birds mentioned above

can run in an hour or two after
leaving the egg.

Young oystercatchers are fed

%,ish which are brought

to the nest area by the ‘parents,

At first these shellfish, mostly

limpets, are ‘“shelled” and pre-
sented to the young. After about
a week, the entire animal is
merely brought to the rock and

, | the young do their own shelling.

Oystercatchers present a rather
awkward, foolish picture as we
observe them. They are probably

not too abundant on any stretch
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of California shore, but where
found are an interesting part of
the marine scene. Bird-lovers
come from far or near to get
sight ‘of these comicial birds of
the shore.
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