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 “And So It begins…”

     There are two days in my birdkeeping life which I abhor the most: chick pulling day, and the rare shipping day. Today is the former, and once again that sinking depressive feeling of guilt and frustration has set in.

     No wonder I avoid these two days like a plague, waiting and waiting and trying all sorts of methods in attempt to keep those chicks in the dark with their parental family just one, two, three, extra weeks beyond a month; while going to great pains to avoid having to place fledglings—never babies or unprepared young—on an out-of-state airplane flight. These two detestable days are a main reason April and I only raise two maybe four psittacines a year when asked by someone reserving them.

     Oh, it’s easy to do our best and train offspring to be curious and outgoing and skillfully flighted and way past weaned and used to dogs and cars and strangers and lawnmowers and television and drinking from a water glass and so much more. They grow well and travel well and end up loved, to be sure. Yet, in some ways that is all just rationalizing what we have done; it certainly does not make those two days any easier on us! 

     So this is pulling day for the two six-week neophyte Yellow Fronted Amazons in Tia and Killer’s aviary nesting box. It’s obviously two females. They are basically calm—we have visited them and taken them out and cleaned them and re-substrated their nest site several times so they always know they are going to be able to put up with this intrusion, and then end up back in the dark under Mom and Dad’s care.

     Except this time… 
     This time they are out for good and the transition does not take long to sink in. A new basket with a dark towel; new motion being carried out to the guest house for peace and quiet; new noises in humanspeak and aviary calls from afar. Now they are alone and the transition which I always regret begins. The change I refer to could be called the “humanization” of the baby parrot. They came into the world as birds, were raised precisely by their parents as birds, knew only yellow front touch and yellow front vocalizations and the security of the dark. Neither their eyes nor their delicate personalities were stressed nor stretched too far too fast.
     But now sensory overload is taking place. Feeding, the ultimate baseline in everything they have done so far in life, will change abruptly. Though we have along ago abandoned syringe feeding that inserts something into the parrot’s mouth, in favor of a small plastic cup which dispenses food more like a beak when squeezed carefully, still the formula is different, the times of meals are different, the amount of hunger they experience goes up because parents feed anytime chicks peep and beg, and keepers cannot.
     What’s more, if the birdkeeper does not take pains to feed in the dark or much diminished lighting, the birds are going to experience instantaneous visual impact and tension. In the box, it is all by touch and feel; now they are forced to “see” things and believe me for chicks that are left with parents as long as we do, seeing can be frightening at first. The more a nursery setup is strange compared to a nestbox, the more stress a chick is likely to feel when first moved there. That’s why we put the babies where there is no human sound or input for the first night or two. Sometimes if there are exterior noises like storm or barking dogs, we choose to close the chick’s holding basket in the car insulated against sound and distraction. The point is to keep the chicks feeling calm and secure at all times.

     Now there is this thing called “socialization” that parrot raisers like to emphasize. Personally I never put too much weight on such a course. Like most pet dogs, cats, etc., young birds if treated well and fed and housed agreeably will become friendly with human keepers. I am more interested in the traits that one of my pet psittacines might lose, rather than what they gain in their associations with people.

     To that end, every step forward in the social process deemed so important by pet industry workers, tends to be a step backwards in the “parrotness” department of the birds one is training. The transforming which begins the moment I take a baby hookbill away from its parents is a win and lose situation. It involves a steady loss of memories and behaviors learned inside the nestbox. 

     My fledglings are raised in every way possible so that they can retain as much of the early childhood experience as possible. We leave them alone at first, trusting to memories to sustain them for a few short days. Then we approach them slowly and touch only around the beak, emphasizing feeding and serenity and mimicked sounds that the young birds already utter. We feed chunky whole foods in the formulas. We have even gone as far as placing a nursery basket in front of a mirror during the daytime hours, so when the chicks get bolder and begin peering out into the light, they are exposed to a reflection of their own species. If this gains a few extra retained memories of its own kind for the developing bird, so much the better.

     Still once the process of humanization has begun, every step towards “pet-hood” is in many ways a move away from being a true psittacine. Babies learn to tolerate soft stereo music, then louder hair dryer or blender or telephone noises, finally TV or the passing helicopter. 

     They learn that the big creatures walking around them are the ones that feed them—the calmer they take feedings, the more you know they do not recall the way parents used to feed. That’s what socialization is all about really—getting the parrot to forget exactly what he or she is and replace that portion of personality with a human impressing. That is also why so many breeders take chicks away so young: they are less resistant to ‘imprinting’ because they have so much less self identity as a bird.
     So I get sad. I know I am preparing these two Yellow Fronted Amazons for a life in the world of humans; but I can see as they progress and lose their suspicion of me, they are beginning to drop something of what the earliest nest experience gave them.

     Suspicion in chicks is my friend, you see. At six, eight, ten weeks of age when they come out of the box, they will hiss or retreat and growl a bit, tussle with being fed and tense up when being lifted.  I applaud such behavior. April does not like to deal with neophytes that lunge or shy away from the feedings; it is not convenient to have to overcome such reticence. But I firmly believe that is what a parrot is supposed to do until it trusts something or someone strange. For those who attempt to breed such reactions and emotions out of all their baby parrots, I say desist. You are rejecting the very wildness which is essential to any conservation of parrot species in captivity.
     And to those who have mastered the art of “co-parenting” with a pair of parrots breeding in their home—that raising of chicks shared between parent birds who do most all of the feeding and keepers who have become trusted enough to take the babies out daily and accustom them to the human side of life right up to fledging and weaning, well, I say congratulations. Co-parenting avoids this “Now it begins…” scenario and fulfills the best of both worlds for hookbill offspring.

     With aloha, EB
