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By Lowis Lefebwne

Bullfinches fliv into the kitchen, skip-
ping fearlessly from bread crumb to
bread crumb on the table. At a hotel bar,
bananaquits perch on a sugar bowl, un-
perturbed by the sunburned rourists
lounging only a few feet away. As the af-
ternoon tea cools in fancy china cups,

their home. Just why they are so ame is
unclear. Is it because natural predators
were also unsuccessful m making the
long journey from the Lesser Antilles
and South America? We can’t know for
sure, but the resulr is a flurry of wings
and hopping feathered bodies an arm’s
length away from any human handout.
Bullfinches in the kitchen, bananaquits

the b drink the d lig-
uid: this is, after all, “Lide England.”
one of the mcknames given to the West
Indian wsland of Barbados, where pip-
ing-hot tea is served at five, even when
the te ture tops cighty deg

For bird lovers, Barbados 1s both the
Garden of Eden and one of the most
boring tropical islands imaginable, Bor-
ing. because the country lacks the luxu-
riant diversity usually associated with
the Tropics, Essentially a any, fourteen-
by-twenty-one-mile stack of coral ter-
races, Barbados 1s too flat to harbor rain
forests, too porous for streams and
swamps, and too far east of the other
Caribbean islands for avian migrants to
push their way there against the ever-
present trade winds, The island has been
covered almost coast to coast by sugar-
cane fields since the 1600s and is inhab-
ited today by some 300,000 people.

The Edenic side of the island hies in
the remarkable tameness of the few
avian species that have made Barbados
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avian residents of Barbados include the
Lesser Antillean bullfinch, which like many
of the island’s binds shows a keen interest in

“unmatural” Inoman habitars.

sipping tea, yes, but also kingbirds
zooming down to pick up guppies from
an overflowing gutter, grackles nosily
scavenging around picnic tables and
garbage cans, ground doves skittering
over manicured English lawns.

But the most remarkable feathered
convert to life around humans 1s the
Zenaida dove (Zenaida anrita). Whether
finishing off’ breakfast toast on a hotel
balcony, pacing under tables in a seaside
restaurant, searching the streets of
Bridgetown for a discarded piece of
sandwich, or wainng near a statue in the
park for a kindly, elderly lady to offer a
morsel of bread, this plump liule dove
appears at first to behave like any ciry pi-

The little Zenaida dove of
Barbados is tame around
humans, burt often ferocious
with 1ts own kind.

geon in the world. (Both the Zenaida
dove and the city, or rock, pigeon—
Columba livie—belong to the family Co-
lumbidae,) One key difference, how-
ever, separates 1t from s larger
columbid cousins of Trafalgar Square or
Piazza San Marco: while hundreds of
city pigeons can swarm around a few
pieces of bread, walking all over one an-
other with hardly a peck of aggression,
the Zenaida dove of Barbados is a ruth-
less defender of its personal space.

The dove a symbol of peace? Not this
one. Spectacular battles somenmes erupt
on hotel balconies, on restaurant tables,
and at picnic areas year-round, from the
parched dry season (December o June)

to the lush rainy season (which peaks in
October). Like cocks in a pit. the doves
face off at the border of their territories:
utter low, wheezing calls; peck furiously
at the ground in front of them; and then
lunge at one another with outstretched,
flapping wings, which collide with the
sound of snapping towels in a beach
fight. All this generally takes place just a
few feet away from the astonished
human who happened to throw a piece
of bread in the wrong spot—the border
between territories that mated pairs of
resident doves have been hammering
out for years. At the Bellairs Research
Institute of McGill University, in Samt
James Parish, Barbados, | have warched
the same neighbors bear each other up
day after day, with the sole ternitorial
gain of six inches over two vears.

Watching the battles roused my cu-
riosity about how Zenaida doves learn
where and what to eat. Species that have
successfully adapted to city life are often
good learners: it 1s no comncidence that
pigeons and rats, two of the animals best
adapted to cities, are staples of the Skin-
ner boxes in learning laboratories. Rats
have complex olfactory mechanisms to
transmit information about food to oth-
ers in the colony. Much learning in pi-
geons consists of abserving other flock
members and avoiding the places, food
tvpes, and feeding strategies used by too
many pigecn competitors.

Unlike the gregarious pigeons, terri-
torial Zenaida doves have hrtle chance
to learn from other doves. Our studies
have shown that they, too, learn by
watching, but the objects of their atten-
tion are other species of birds, such as
the Carib grackle, with which single or
paired Zenaida doves forage peaceably.

Trap a wild Zenaida dove, bring it to
the learning laboratory (as my students
and | have done with 111 territorial
adule males and females over the years),
place it with a dove rrained, for ex-
ample, to lift the opaque lid on a dish
containing seed, and it will just stand
there, pacing nervously, oblivious to m-
formation a pigeon would use 1o open
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its own food dish. Give the territorial
dove a trained grackle as demonstrator,
however, and the difference is spectacu-
lar. The dove suddenly becomes inter-
ested in the feeding apparatus, solves the
problem, and gets the energy it needs to
reclaim. its territory from intruders
when we release it, genenally two weeks

later at the end of the experiment.

For researchers interested in the ecol-
ogy of learning, Barbados offers a bonus:
a small populanon of Zenaida doves
whose behavior differs radically from
that of the other doves on the island.
Like port

grain storage facilities, Deep Water Har-

any temperate-zone with
bour in Bridgetown swarms with co-
lumbids focking down to feed on the
pounds and pounds of corn, soybeans,
and wheat thar get spilled around the
warchouses. The difference s that in
Barbados the birds are almost all Zenaida

dove:

. perching on warehouse roofs and
fluttering down in groups of up 1o a
hundred birds. And here, in contrast to
the squabbling we see among Zenaida
there is
very little fightng among flock mares.
What explains their peaceablenes

doves elsewhere in the island,

7 In

part, the answer is simply that they use
each other ro find food. Grackles are
few and far between ac the harbor, and
the best way to locate a spill s often o
follow the fluttering mass of dove wings.
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And as might be expected, experiments
in our laboritory showed that these har-

bor doves fail to learn foraging tricks

from trained grackles but learn rapidly
when placed with a mained dove,

Other experiments showed that in the
absence of tramed demonstrators, har-

bor doves learn faster than territorial

doves presented with the same problem.

The tameness of its birds
makes Barbados an Eden
for bird lovers and
researchers alike.

This may be because a territorial dove’s
main feeding strategy 1s not so much to
get o food quickly as to keep others
away from it, while the goal of 4 group-
foraging bird—competing with a hun-
dred other birds for the same pile of

ain—is simply to get to the pile and

stare canng. ne premuumn s on \[‘L't‘\l
and learming. not fightng,

Several studies have shown that spe-
cies that differ in feeding ecology also

differ in learning ability—and in the

brain structure underlying learning. For
example, birds that store and later re-
capped chick-
. have both a better spatial memory

ve food, hike the blach

and a larger (and seasonally developing)
hippocampus (the part of the brain spe-
cialized in storing information about
landmarks)

than do birds that consume

their food r

L awWay.

Genenc divergence may very well ex-
plain such differences at the species level,
but the differences between our group-
foraging and territorial doves may be
more a case of learming to learn, a Aexi-
ble adjustment to local variation in feed-
ing ecology. A bird growing up on i
parents’ territory quickly learns the hard
way that payving attention to a feeding
neighbor brings pecking attacks and
wing slaps. but rarely food. Paying atten-
non to grackles, however, may be more

rewarding: they are noisy, curious, quick




to try out any new feeding opportunity,
and tolerant of others. Growing up at
the harbor has very different rewards and
punishments. Grackles are less common,
while the actvity of other doves is a
pretty good indicator of freshly spilled
food. Regular cleanups by harbor em-
plovees, however, and competition with

other doves demand speed in foraging,

Support for this idea comes from the
territorial Zenaida doves of Brandon
Beach, a public recreation area next to
Deep Water Harbour. When tested,
these birds learn equally well from both
doves and grackles. This could be be-
cause they have mixed foraging expeni-

ence: once in a while some of the Bran-
don birds fly to feed with the nearby
harbor flock; similarly, when a sudden
bonanza of food appears at a Brandon
picnic table, the territorial resident may
be forced to share it with a temporary
influx of harbor birds. In any case, indi-
vidual doves do move back and forth
berween the harbor and Brandon Beach,
making interbreeding likely and genetic
divergence unlikely.

Much remains to be learned about
the feeding education of a Zenaida
dove. Bur already, the lirtle dove of Bar-
bados has taught us a lot about learning
and adaptating to “unnatural,” urbanized
habitats. And the tameness of the island’s
birds makes it difficult for the researcher
to find anything to complain about: you
can sit quietly in the shade of a red-
flowered flamboyant tree, sipping a local
rum punch, with the Zenaida doves and
grackles milling around just a few feet
away, ready to be trapped, whenever
you're rested and feel like getting back
1o work. =)



