GENERAL

NOTES

Some observations
on the behavior
of Whistling
Herons.-Recent
discussions
of the taxonomic position of the Whistling Heron (S~rigme sibilatrix) have been hampered somewhat by lack of a complete knowledge of the bird’s behavior (Bock, Amer.
Mus. Novit., no. 1779, 1956; Humphrey and Parkes, Proc. Internatl. Ornithol. Congr.,
13384-90, 1963). The following fragmentary observations, which were made in Corrientes
Province, Argentina, during August-September 1969 while I was there studying storks,
are offered to help fill that gap. To date relatively little information has been published
on the behavior of Syrigma (cf. Short, Wilson Bull., 81:330-331, 1969).
Flight.-In
contrast to other herons, which have a slow wing-beat and deep wingstrokes, the Whistling Heron flies with short, stiff, and relatively rapid wing-beats. The
characteristic flight makes the species recognizable at long distances. At first glance
or at a distance, the flight is more reminiscent of a large lapwing or plover than a heron.
On the only occasion that I timed the flight of a Syrigma, it was flapping at a rate of
273 per minute. This rate is rather fast compared to the rates I have measured in other
(slightly larger) species of herons: Ardea melanocephalu (Kenya: 1 record) = 162/min;
A&a
purpurea (India: 1 record) = 148/ min; Egretta intermedia (India: 11 records)
= 196/min.
Whistling Herons that I observed usually flew with the neck only partially retracted
and not with the head pulled all the way back onto the shoulders as do most other herons.
Furthermore, the birds frequently extended their neck fully forward in flight and uttered
a series of melodious whistles (see below). During aerial calling, the flapping rate increased and the amplitude of the wing-strokes decreased, with the wings hardly going
above the level of the back on their up-stroke.
Vocalizations.-Both
the common and scientific names of the Whistling Heron derive
from the bird’s commonest call: a clear, loud, melodious whistle, about l-l.5 set long
and often repeated in a series of 2-5 calls ca. 0.5 set apart (cf. Friedmann and Smith,
Proc. U.S. Natl. Mus., 100:411-538, 1950). This whistle is given either while the bird
is perched or in flight; the performing bird usually extends its neck fully with each call
or series of calls and holds its bill widely open.
A second call that I heard was a more heron-like guttural croak, which, however, was
much higher-pitched and with a more sibilant quality than the comparable calls I have
heard in other herons.
A third call, which I heard only during a ritualized display at a feeding area (see
below), was a high-pitched, flatulent, and rasping buzz about 1 set in duration, uttered
forcefully at the peak of the display.
Ritualized displays.-As
described above, during the whistling vocalizations either
perched or in flight the neck is usually extended fully. On one occasion I saw several
Whistling Herons perched within the canopy of a small forest bordering a pond. One
bird stood on a limb, extended its neck fully upward about 30” in front of vertical,
pointed its bill up in line with the neck, and gave a series of 4-5 whistles l-l.5 set long

and about 0.5 set apart.

The bill was gaped open continuously during the series of

vocalizations.
On 16 August 1969 I saw three Syrigma fly in and land in shallow water at the edge
of an extensive marsh. One was giving the melodious whistle as it landed. After landing,
the three walked about for a few minutes. Then one bird approached to within several
meters of another and quickly adopted an oblique posture, with body, neck, and bill on
a line and pointed down about 20” below the horizontal, so that the tip of the bill nearly
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