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need to make 
a mental note 
of what I am 
rowing going 
forward because 
if I row a sculling 
boat like an 
ocean boat I 
will definitely be 
going for a swim 
in Tempe Town 
Lake!

For my first 
row in Dippers, 

I had an expert coach with me to teach me some tricks 
and give me tips. Chris Martin from New Ocean Wave 
is a world record holder for his row from Japan to 
San Francisco and has also rowed the Atlantic. What 
better person to have as my coach on Day 1? Chris 
had all sorts of advice for me and also provided “wave 
simulation” while I tried to row. And what fun that was! 
Chris was in the cabin area of the boat moving around 
from side to side which of course caused the boat to 
rock. I tried to keep control of the oars as they moved 
about as they would in wavy conditions. It’s quite an 

experience trying to keep both oars in the water as the 
boat is moving about, while also trying to not hit yourself 
in the face with the ends of the oars as they bounce 
about. The good news was that I still managed to row at 
2.6 knots while this was happening. Not a bad effort for 
the first time in the boat! 

And so now I’ve had training in an ocean boat, 
Project FlightPlan is moving along nicely. I felt incredibly 
privileged to have Chris as my instructor for Day 1 and 
very thankful to Romano for allowing me to row Dippers. 
Check out video from February 4 on YouTube: search 
for Chirping Central. You can see all the video including 
some humorous short footage of me trying to work out 
how to “park” an ocean boat. Please share the video 
with your friends as this helps my campaign to raise 
awareness about the issues facing birds globally. That 
really is what this race is all about. @

Mary Rose trains in Dippers, the ocean rowing boat. Photo by Larry Arbanas.

Mary Rose in training.  
Photo by Larry Arbanas.
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The Sources and Meanings of Bird Color
G i l l i a n  R i c e
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“We first saw the leucistic Rufous Hummingbird on 
September 3, 2012,” explains Jo Ann Loza, an Audubon 
member who lives in Hereford, in the foothills of the 
Huachuca Mountains, near Miller Canyon.  “We maintain 
hummer feeders in the backyard year round, and seed 
feeders as well.  The hummer stood out so, with his pale 
plumage, making him very noticeable.  We watched him 
and photographed him as he went from plant to plant. He 
visited the Hesperaloe campanulata more than  
the feeders.” 

Loza’s experience as well as the widely-circulated 
photograph on the Internet of the albino Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird from Virginia 
in 2011 made me want 
to know more about bird 
color. What is a leucistic 
bird? How does this differ 
from an albino? What is 
the role of color in birds? 
How do birds produce 
color in their plumages?

Color in birds can be 
carotenoid-based, which 
is usually associated 
with red, yellow, and 
orange colors. Melanin is 
related to black, brown, 
gray, and earth-toned 
colors. Structurally-
based colors include the 
blue on a Steller’s Jay 
or the iridescence on a 
hummingbird gorget. 

Loza was very lucky 
to see the leucistic 
hummer. The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology reports 
that over the period 2000-2006, Project Feeder Watch 
participants reported fewer than 1000 leucistic birds 

out of 5.5 million birds recorded for each season. Albino 
birds are even rarer. Albinism is a genetic mutation and 
affects an entire bird. It has no melanin at all and has 
pink eyes, caused by blood vessels behind the eyes, 
which have no other color. Partial albinism is a misnomer. 
If a bird has dark eyes but is pale all over or “pied” with 
a patch or patches of white or paleness, it is leucistic, 
an inherited condition. Leucistic birds are vulnerable 
to predation because they are more conspicuous and 
also have weaker feathers which can hinder their ability 
to escape. Albino birds often fail to reach adulthood 
because of poor eyesight.

Color has various functions, such as sexual selection, 
where particular colors in the male attract females. Color 
is often related to health and to the ability to maintain 
territorial dominance. Color can signal age. The juvenile 
White-crowned Sparrow, which has a lower status in 
the flock, has a brown head stripe that turns white only 
when it reaches its second year. A juvenile Curve-billed 
Thrasher has a dark eye in contrast to the piercing yellow 
of the adult. Birds use color for camouflage as do the 
Great Horned Owls that sometimes roost among the 
cottonwoods at the Desert Botanical Garden. They are 
notoriously hard to find! 

Eating red, yellow, and orange fruits and vegetables 
can help us be healthier. Carotenoid pigments that are 
only available through diet (plants, bacteria, or fungi) 
can also improve the health of birds. Birds can use 
these pigments to color their bodies. For example, the 
beak color of the male Zebra Finch gives important 

messages about foraging 
ability and nutritional health 
to females choosing a mate. 
In an experiment, Kevin 
McGraw, a researcher at 
Arizona State University 
and leading authority on 
bird coloration, found that 
only male Zebra Finches 
with the highest access to 
carotenoids in their diet can 
remain the healthiest while 
simultaneously developing 
the brightest beaks. 

Yellow plumage is not 
necessarily derived from 
carotenoids, however. “We 
are finding more and more 
examples of this,” explains 
McGraw. “We now know 
that birds can internally 
synthesize yellow - like the 
yellow plumage of penguins. 

Baby chickens are yellow but this is not related to 
carotenoids either. In both cases, the yellow is due to a 
fluorescent, ‘glow in the dark’ pigment.”

Hesperaloe campanulata with leucistic Selasphorus rufus. 
Colored pencil on paper. © 2012. Jo Ann Loza

Male House Finch
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What about some of the birds we see locally? McGraw 
and colleagues have studied House Finches. In particular, 
they were interested in the red, orange, and yellow colors 
of males, which come from carotenoid pigments in food. 
“Females from many house finch populations prefer the 
reddest males as mates, and these males have better 
diets and are healthier,” says McGraw. Carotenoids can 
have sexual value in females too. Their research revealed 

that females with 
higher carotenoid 
accumulations 
were more 
responsive to 
males in general. 
Perhaps such 
females are 
healthier and can 
move about more 
to choose and 
select a mate. If 
so, they are likely 
to pair up earlier, 
lay better eggs 
(yolks contain 
carotenoids), 
and have higher 
reproductive 
success over the 
season.

In another study, McGraw and his colleagues studied 
the melanin-based throat bib of the House Sparrow 
and the melanin-based brown hood of the Cowbird. 
They found that these were less associated with the 
nutritional condition of the birds, perhaps because 

animals synthesize melanins themselves. However, in 
the experiment, nutritionally-deprived Cowbirds grew 
less iridescence (a structurally-based color) than did 
undeprived birds. Much remains to be studied. Is a bird’s 
fine control over the tissue and pigment arrangement in 
its feathers to produce iridescence affected by its health 
or condition? Perhaps hormones play a role.

Not only is there much to learn about how birds 
produce their colors, but plenty is left to be discovered 
about particular species. For example, what is the 
purpose of the color behind the eye on a roadrunner, 
which sometimes is noticeable and sometimes not? 
McGraw tells me that one researcher has suggested 
it represents an intimidation or threat signal. Does the 
size and color of the black cap on the male Black-tailed 
Gnatcatcher function like the House Sparrow’s throat 
patch, signaling territorial dominance? Research by 
McGraw and a colleague showed that the red gorget 
on the male Anna’s Hummingbird functions as a status 
symbol among hummers. No research has yet been 
performed on the Costa’s Hummingbird’s gorget, and I 
wonder if the length of the handlebars on the moustache 
has any meaning to females. I’m now more aware of bird 
colors and, although I’ll often be pondering their purpose, 
I will continue to enjoy their beauty and variety. @

Additional Resources
Van Grouw, H. 2006. Not Every White Bird is an  

Albino: Sense and Nonsense about Color Aberrations 
in Birds. Dutch Birding. Accessed online onMarch 
21, 2013 at http://www.vogelringschier.nl/
DB28%282%2979-89_2006.pdf

www.birds.cornell.edu 

Adult White-crowned Sparrow

Greater Roadrunner, photographed at the Desert Botanical Garden on June 24, 2012 by Gillian Rice.
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Common Chuckwallas in the Lookout Mountain Preserve
By Gillian Rice

Did you know that chuckwallas 

can live for perhaps 30 or 

40 years? The Common 

Chuckwalla (Sauromalus ater), a large, 

herbivorous lizard of the Sonoran and 

Mojave Deserts, is present in rocky 

areas of all preserves of the Phoenix 

Mountains. In contrast, the Desert 

Iguana and Long-nosed Leopard Lizard 

are absent or declining.

Many of us enjoy hiking, dog-walking, 

mountain-biking, birding, or rock-

climbing in the mountain preserves. Do 

these activities have adverse impacts 

on lizards and snakes? The Phoenix 

Metropolitan area has experienced 

significant heat island temperature 

increases of between 2-4 degrees 

Celsius. Does this affect reptile 

populations? 

A little appreciated 

aspect of human effects 

on reptiles in urban landscapes is habitat destruction by 

collectors of animals for the pet trade. If critical refuge 

sites like rock crevices are destroyed, this can lead 

to higher levels of predation and declines in lizard 

populations. “A collector must have a permit from 

the Arizona Game and Fish Department, which 

makes a special effort to ensure 

that habitat destruction does not 

occur,” explains ASU researcher 

Brian Sullivan. “Collectors cannot use 

anything like a crowbar that damages crevices.” 

Sullivan and his colleague, Keith Sullivan, 

contend that long-term studies are vital 

to reptile conservation. Such studies can 

assess the human impact over time on reptile 

populations in natural areas isolated within 

urban environments. 

The Sullivans (a father and son team) investigated a 

population of chuckwallas on Lookout Mountain Preserve 

in Phoenix. Over an entire activity season from April to 

September 2011, they captured all lizards present in 

a five hectare area (just over 12 acres) that had been 

studied in the period 1995-9. The area is within the 

Sonoran Upland Desert Community and is dominated 

by Brittlebush, Bursage, Creosote, Foothill Palo Verde, 

Researcher Matt 
Kwiatkowski at rock 
crevice to which 
chuckwalla has 
retreated. Photo by 
Brian Sullivan.

Juvenile chuckwalla, 
about 1-2 months old, about 
5 inches long. Because 
juveniles are not large enough 
to hold themselves in a crevice they 
face a high mortality rate from predators 

such as kingsnakes and coachwhip snakes. 
Photo by Brian Sullivan.
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Ocotillo, and Saguaro Cactus. Chuckwallas are selective 

regarding their food choices, and prefer to eat Foothill 

Palo Verde, Desert Globemallow, Trixis, Ocotillo, Desert 

Lavender (Hyptis emori) and Lycium species.

Harmless to humans, chuckwallas drop into nearby 

crevices to escape from potential threats. If disturbed, 

a chuckwalla wedges itself into the crevice retreat and 

inflates its lungs in order to entrench itself. “For all 

our studies, we have scientific collecting permits from 

the Arizona Game and Fish 

Department. We have developed 

special methods to capture 

chuckwallas without harm,” says 

Brian Sullivan.

He describes the Lookout 

Mountain study methodology: 

“We checked each captured 

lizard for markings that we 

make when we capture one, 

measured it, recorded its body 

temperature, and then released 

it. We also used photographs 

to compare subjects from 2011 

with those from the 1990s.” 

Adds Keith Sullivan: “We 

found that, on average, 12 

individuals occupied the study 

area per year. This small site 

sustained 42% of the individual 

lizards that were present about 

fifteen years previously. The 

lizards used the same crevices 

as retreats in 2011 as they did in the 1990s.”

Using their measurement data and observing that 

females grew at about 1-2 mm per year, the Sullivans 

discovered that one female recaptured in 2011 that had 

been estimated to be 15 years old in 1995. In 2011, 

she was potentially over 30 years of age.  By similar 

reasoning, they discovered a male that could easily be 

40 years old. “We found two females that were captured 

in 1995 and in 2011 still lived within 20 meters of 

their original capture sites,” says Keith Sullivan. “This 

population of chuckwallas has been remarkably stable 

over the past two decades.” @

References 

Sullivan, Brian K. and Sullivan, Keith O. 2012. Common 

Chuckwalla (Sauromalus ater) in an Urban Preserve: 

Persistence of a Small Population and Estimation of 

Longevity. Herpetological Conservation and Biology 7 

(3): 437-441. 

Kwiatkowski, Matt and Sullivan, Brian K. 2002. 

Geographic Variation in Sexual Selection among 

Populations of an Iguanid Lizard, Sauromalus obesus(= 
ater) Evolution 56 (10): 2039-2051.

Female chuckwallas are uniformly drab brown or tan, with 
some banding similar to juveniles. Photo by Brian Sullivan.

Male chuckwalla in the tricolor pattern, the most widely distributed form found north of 
the Salt River (e.g.  in the Phoenix Mountains), and west into California, Nevada and 
southwest Utah. Males with black bodies and yellowish white tails are found in the 
Santan Mountains, and south toward Tucson. The second bicolor pattern, where males 
have a black body and orange tail, is found only in the South Mountains; this particular 
population is protected by law from collection. Photo by Keith Sullivan.
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Rosy-faced Lovebird Makes the ABA North American List
By Bob Witzeman

The American Birding Association (ABA) in the 
November 2012 issue of Birding magazine 
announced that the ABA Board of Directors had 

officially added the Rosy-faced Lovebird to the list of 
bird species found in the North American continent. This 
means that “life-listing” birdwatchers may now 
add it to their species 
list for that region. 

This parrot is easy 
to breed in captivity, 
having as many as three 
broods each year, and is 
bred by bird fanciers in 
almost every color of the 
rainbow. Its residence in 
metro Phoenix results from 
an escapee from captive-
bred stock. The native 
or “wild” rosy-faced form 
found here largely mimics 
the color of the native rosy 
or peach-colored forms found 
in the wild in southwestern 
Africa (Angola, etc.). Although 
the Rosy-faced Lovebird is now widespread in metro Phoenix, 
it has not spread beyond the well-watered urban habitats of the 
greater metropolitan area into the desert, or to other parts of 
Arizona and the U.S. thus far. Its population appears stable.

An excellent article by Kurt Radamaker and Troy Corman 
about its status and a map of its specific distribution areas in 
metro Phoenix is online at: http://www.azfo.org/journal/Rosy-
facedLovebird2011.html  

Interestingly, this article 
shows a photo of three birds 
in a saguaro at the Gilbert 
Water Ranch (GWR). In recent 
months, I have encountered 
frustrated, out-of-state, life-listing 
birders at GWR who have asked 
me where they can find this 
species. I do not see this bird 
at GWR often and I suggest to 
them other areas of the Valley 
where it is more common. 

Rosy-faced Lovebirds even 
occasionally appear at my feeder 

(yes, I admit to the controversial habit 
of feeding birds). Anxiety exists that 
this species’ incursion might spread 
like that of the House Sparrow, 
European Starling, and Eurasian 
Collared Dove, and cause ecological 

disruptions. Like the starling, the Rosy-faced is a cavity nesting 
species. Some fear it will compete with native birds such as 
the Gila Woodpecker and other saguaro and cavity nesting 
native species. Happily, it seems to have found enough nest 
sites in electrical utility boxes and on date palm trees where 
branches have been removed, where, remarkably, it holds its 
own successfully against the starling.

I never fail to see or hear the lovebirds on my occasional 
lunch walk which passes along the date palm-lined 3900 block 
of East Hazelwood Street. Combine that experience with a stop 
at the delightful lunch facility of La Grande Orange two blocks 
away at 40th Street and Campbell Avenue! Other Rosy-faced 
Lovebird localities in metro Phoenix are mapped in detail in the 
article by Kurt Radamaker and Troy Corman. @

“Modern man is 
inclined to regard 
Nature not as the 
environment in 
which we live out 
our lives, but as 
enemy territory 
to be conquered 
and occupied.”
Max Picard 1888-1965

The Lovebird’s fine plumage has a 

waxy appearance, making the bird 

look like a clay painted doll.

Rosy-faced Lovebirds come in varied plumages. This pale headed, greenish-blue individual may be natural or more likely the result of cross-breeding by  bird fanciers.

Lovebirds often nest among cut-
off date palm tree branches. All 
photos by Bob Witzeman.



15S u m m e r  2 0 1 3

jo
 an

n
 lo

za

T raveling and birding, 
along with art, of course, 
are Jo Ann Loza’s 

passions. She says: “My art is 
my passport to revisit the wild 
places, plants and creatures 
that I see on my journeys and 
in my wonderful big backyard.” 
Loza’s home in Hereford, 
Southeastern Arizona, is within 
one mile of the Coronado 
National Forest. 

She enjoys wildlife 
art as well as botanical art. “To me, they mesh together 
perfectly,” she explains. “I strive to be accurate in the plants 
and animals that I depict in my art.” 

Loza works primarily in colored pencil, pen and ink, graphite 
and watercolor. “My studio is currently in my dining room, which 
looks out upon the Huachuca Mountains,” she adds. She is a 
graduate of the Desert Botanical Garden Botanical Art and 
Illustration School, and a member of the American Society of 
Botanical Artists, the Southwest Society of Botanical Artists, 
and the national and local Colored Pencil Society. She’s also 
a member of the Huachuca Audubon Society and The Nature 
Conservancy. Says Loza: “I work out of my home with my life 
partner, Joe, three goofy cats and a cockatoo, and I look forward 
to retiring in five years or so to concentrate more on my art.” @

Jo Ann Loza stands next to the 
equator marker  
in Uganda.

Ringtail up the Arizona Sycamore  
8” x 11” Colored pencil

This was based on an encounter that I 
had in Miller Canyon, here in southeast 
Arizona. One of the local ranchers had 
caught a ringtail and was preparing to 
release it. A photographer friend of ours 
called us and we went up the canyon to 
witness the release and take photos. The 
ringtail was released at the base of an 
Arizona Sycamore, which he immediately 
climbed and stopped high up to see what 
we were up to. He then jumped from the 
Sycamore into the surrounding Silver Leaf 
Oaks and disappeared. We were fortunate 
to get several photos before he made his 
grand escape. The Ringtail is the Arizona 
State Mammal.

Nichol’s Turk’s Head Cactus, 12.5” x  
8.5” Colored pencil

The Latin name is Echinocactus 
horizonthalonius var. nicholii. This 
is an endangered cactus found 
in Southern Arizona, specifically 
Pima County.  I drew this image 
from a live specimen at the Desert 
Botanical Garden. Although it is not 
my typical botanical illustration style, 
I am pleased with the representation 
of the wonderful spines and  
colorful body.

Mexican Spotted Owl, 14” x 10.5” Colored pencil

This piece is a favorite of mine. These owls nest in Miller 
Canyon, about 4 miles from my home. It is a bit of a hike 
to reach their roosting and nesting area, but they are one 
of the most sought out birds for birding visitors to our 
area. The artwork was based on observation and photos 
of the owls over the years I have lived here.

Lucifer Hummingbirds in  
Palmer’s Agave  
10” x 13” Colored pencil

The composition is based on a 
flowering Palmer’s Agave in our 
yard, and familiarity with the Lucifer 
Hummingbirds which visit this area 
in the spring through the fall. The 
art features a male and a female 
hummingbird, and the art itself is much 
more graphic in style than I usually 
do. The image was the featured artwork 
for the Southwest Wings Festival here 
in Sierra Vista, and was printed on 
t-shirts. 

Jo Ann Loza can be contacted at:
joann@woodley.ws
Or
P.O. Box 397
Hereford, AZ  85615

Nature through the Artist’s Eye: Jo Ann Loza
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Audubon Online
see us on the Web at:  

www.maricopaaudubon.org

Maricopa Audubon Society
P.O. Box 15451
Phoenix, AZ 85060-5451

Time-dated material; do not delay!

Non-Profit Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Phoenix, AZ

Permit No. 419

Monthly Meeting
First Tuesday of the month, unless otherwise announced, September through 
April, 7:30 p.m. Our meeting place is Dorrance Hall or Webster Auditorium, 
at the Desert Botanical Garden (DBG), except for our annual banquet in 
May, the location to be announced. The DBG is located at 1201 N. Galvin 
Parkway, Phoenix, Arizona. This is approximately 1/4 mile north of the Phoenix 
Zoo. For a map, please see the DBG website at www.dbg.org/.

Dorrance Hall is located just off the main parking lot and entry to the DBG. 
Webster is in the far southeast side of the gardens. Please contact a board 
member if you have any questions, or check out our web site at www.
maricopaaudubon.org. Pre-meeting dinners (September through April) are 
held at Rolling Hills 19th Tee Restaurant, 1405 N. Mill Avenue, starting at 
6:00 p.m.

Membership Information
There are two ways to become a Maricopa Audubon member and to 
receive The Cactus Wren•dition by mail:
1. By joining the National Audubon Society. If you live in the Phoenix metro 
area generally east of 43rd Avenue, or in the East Valley other than in Gilbert, 
Chandler or most of Mesa, when National Audubon Society receives your 
check made payable to National Audubon Society and your membership 
application, you will be assigned to Maricopa Audubon Society, or you can 
send your check payable to National Audubon Society and your National 
Audubon Society membership application to Scott Burge, membership 
chair, and he will send it on in to National Audubon for you, or
2. By becoming a “Friend of Maricopa Audubon”. In this case you will 
become a member of Maricopa Audubon Society only, and you will not 
receive the Audubon magazine or any of the other “benefits” of National 
Audubon membership, but you will receive a one-year subscription to 
The Cactus Wren•dition. “Friends” contribution categories are: Anna’s 
Hummingbird-$20; Verdin-$35-$99; LeConte’s Thrasher-$100-$249; 
Cactus Wren-$250-$999; Harris’s Hawk-$1,000-$9,999 and California 
Condor-$10,000+. Mail your Friends membership application and your 
check made payable to Maricopa Audubon to Scott Burge, membership 
chair. All “Friends” members receive certain designated discounts. (If you 
reside outside the above-indicated geographical area, the only way to 
receive a subscription to The Cactus Wren•dition is to become a “Friend”.)
For National Audubon membership address changes or other questions call 
(800) 274-4201 or email CHADD@audubon.org. For all other membership 
questions call or email Scott Burge.

Submissions
Copy for The Cactus Wren•dition must be received by the editor by e-mail, 
by January 15, April 1, July 1, and October 1. Articles not received by the 
deadlines may not appear in the upcoming issue. Email to: The Cactus 
Wren•dition Editor, Gillian Rice: editor.wrendition@yahoo.com

Opinions
The opinions expressed by authors in this newsletter do not necessarily 
reflect the policy of the National Audubon Society or the Maricopa  
Audubon Society.

Reprinting of material
Unless stated explicitly in the article, material in The Cactus Wren•dition may 
be reprinted on other newsletters as long as the material is credited to the 
original author and to The Cactus Wren•dition.

This publication is printed on recycled paper.
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