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               “Are You Using a Guide Bird?”

     I have always maintained that the smartest aviculturists and pet owners are the ones who learn from their parrots. Keen observation, reading of body language and note-taking are just three ways to increase one’s understanding of the birds one keeps. But in truth, learning from our birds requires an attitude adjustment that not all birdkeepers are willing to make. So many owners become caught up in the “step-up, dominant-flock leader, command-oriented way of treating their psittacines” that it is quite impossible to stand back and actually let the pets or breeder birds teach us something new.
    That is unfortunate, for even the humblest, least worldly of birds has something to offer humans about methods of proper parrot keeping.

     I have a rather fundamental theory about how to approach management of one’s flock from the birdies’ point of view. Choose or find yourself a “guide bird,” pay strict attention to how he or she behaves and reacts, and then make yourself a student of this one parrot, allowing it to help you train and mold all your other psittacines into something extraordinarily fresh…

   I have always utilized guide birds. In fact, I tend to have one I watch carefully for each species of psittacine I focus upon. In our yellow fronted amazon colony, for instance, it is a 40-plus-year-old founder hen that came into the country from South America in the early 1970s. She is in fact, the prime guide bird for every hookbill I maintain.
     ‘Tutu’ is calm, infinitely savvy, measured in her tolerance of humans though cannot be handled, postures properly towards other amazons yet can be trusted not to bite or attack and knows proper behavior towards fledglings not of her nest when placed in a flight cage with them. She used to be a valuable foster mother for the late Dale R. Thompson, when not raising her own chicks. Now with her second mate, she has taught him mature amazon conduct (with the exception of his intense dislike of April!).

     So what does Tutu teach me? A little bit of everything.

She is the flock’s guide to proper wild yellow front vocalizations—no disruptive humanspeak or mimicking of other species here. Her eating habits become the guide to do’s and don’ts for my entire group of birds. When she avoided all cooked kidney beans in a mix of many beans we made regularly, I did some research and stopped giving potentially toxic kidney beans to any of my parrots. Her preferences for certain greens during nesting time prompted us to include these in all our psittacine diets each summer. Years ago when she was an active breeder, I used to set up all my yellow fronts on her schedule for reproducing. This hen has never begun to lay in the wrong season of the year just because weather becomes oddly wet or balmy. Rainy day behavior, hawk warnings, instinctive bath noises, and other such subtleties in our amazon knowledge all start with Tutu. She is my most valuable parrot.
     So in our case, the oldest, smartest, originally wild parrot we keep is number one on our guide bird list. But many of the habits of yellow fronted parrots are not totally applicable to sun conures, amboina kings, noble macaws or other species. Hence, I usually choose a prime guide bird for each species I keep, sort of like a second most savvy parrot which is used to help train and “naturalize” any new arrivals, fledglings, or dysfunctional former pets that have little actual species-specific wisdom. This is certainly a good idea where birds that have been hand raised a long time ago and spent years in a human household by themselves are hoped to be integrated into a flock of their own kind.
     Not only does Kiwani Jr., our sun conure oldest and wisest, show us many of the normal behavior mannerisms of suns, but he can also show other suns the way to fly in the woods, feed on fresh tree buds, copulate and feed a hen, and myriads of activities that a naturally raised sun would be able to pass on to offspring and other conures.

     When we adopted a four year old male fuscicollis cape parrot from the Gabriel Foundation some five years ago, little did we anticipate that “Stevie’ would turn out to be the most well-adjusted and savvy cape in our growing flock. Stevie treats his hen better than any of the other males; respects human keepers without begging to them or becoming jealous when we offer attentions to Ika, his mate; and goes about the daily business of eating, nesting, defending territory and taking care of young with a sure handedness frequently lacking in handfed males of this Poicephalus genus. He may be an anomaly since so many adoption parrots can have deep rooted emotional and behavioral problems, but we feel blessed to be able to set him above as a guide bird for how we hope all our capes will eventually act.
     So what is the criterion we use to set a standard for a guide bird? April and I look for the most natural parrot, of course—the one who is not overly imprinted upon humans, utters proper species noisemaking, will not abuse his or her mate, innocent fledglings or human keepers. Flight must be strong, though in Stevie’s case this is taking a while, eating habits varied and nutritional, family instincts as solid as can be expected for mostly handfed psittacines.

     Then we go about stretching the life’s experiences for such a bird and try to take them onto the next level knowledge and instinct-wise. All the while, learning from that parrot as much as we can to aid the keeping of our entire flock. After all, half the fun of parrotkeeping is in the novel things we discover. Got a guide bird in your household yet? You might be missing something important!

     With aloha, EB

