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A rowdy crowd of macaws spatters their brilliance on

a clay riverbank in a Peruvian rain forest. Why
they congregate daily to eat clay by the footful 15 still
a question. Study of these smart, long-lived birds
brings the promise of knowledge that may he

them for—and from— their admirers.
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In one flash a four-month-old fledgling scarlet
macaw learns to tly on wings that spal
almost three feet. Native to the Americas, macaws
have been coveted by collectors since Spanish

and Portuguese explorers took specimens

hack to |'.II"II!.H-' in the early 1alls,
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TWINING CHANNELS of the Tambopata River bring water from the Perovian Andes to rain forest at the edge of
the Amazon basim. Mostly untouched by the developmeént that has scarred neighboring areas. o0, 0N square

miles here shelter an especially diverse group of plants and animals, including eight species of macaws,
assault it with their loudest Today we have counted 18 remain abundant in southeast-

cries, and the eagle gquickly flies major bcks in southeastern Peru erm Peru. But when [ began
away. I came Lo appreciate the and heard reliable reports from Lo study the region's three

close-range power of that ulti- the region’s native people of 15 largest —the red-and-green,
mute macaw shrick early on in others. There are likely dozens the scarlet, and the blue-and-
mv ten vears of studving these more on riverbanks in the mmc- villow —the hirds and thetr for-
extraprdinary birds, A trumpet  cessible reaches of this forest — est were facing some of the
blown straight into vour ear argunhly the most biologically pressures that have imperiled
would not feel worse, diverse and intact rain forest in mocaw species elsewhere.
the Amazon, and in the world, Fortunately, export of rain

HE FIRST Macaw clay lick =ixteen speches of macaws forest birds (outlawed by Peru

I ever saw was 150 miles inhabit tropical forests from in 1973) had not been a problem

nrthwest of the Tambo- central Mexico to northern in this wilderness east of the

pata lick, in Manu Na- Argentina, distinguished among  Andes—it was simply too re-

tional Park, where | was the world's 5340 parrot species mote. But the 400 Machiguenga
restarching small forest birds, by their long tails and huge Indians in Manu National Park
Cther biologists and T assumied benks Eight are considered woild occasionally shoot
that it was the only macaw lick large, the others weigh a pound macaws for their tough, stringy
in the world. That's how little or less. Nine are endangered or meat if a day's hunt for spider
was known in 1984 when [ threatened, and Spix's macaw monkeys and tapir had failed.
begwan the first study of macaws  of Brazil may soon be extinet in Also gold miners were pushing
in the wild for the New York the wild. Macaws' intelligence into tributaries of the Tambo-
Zoological Society, now called ranks them among birds as pata River. And that region’s
NY Z5 The Wildlife Conserva- chimpanzees rank among apes. virgin stands of timber were
tinn Society Eight species of macaws luring commercial harvesters

Macaws: Winged Ratnbows 125
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work began is 12 winding miles horizon below . A seven-hour

from the Cocha Cashu station leecent from cloud forest |

I the 200-yard-wide Manu lowland forest bonee: us to the

River. Near the lick we cleared eight-family village of Atalavs

ground for the Machiguenga in the Alto Mardr Dios Riv

Lcolpa Diological station .r. The next moming we move
A thousand-square-{ool ralsed wir supplies into 32-fool cargo

pooden platform with a palm- “Anoes and push into trackles:

ATEr ive DOAIrs we

thatch roof serves as Kitchen, rain forest
dinmg room, and work area meet the Manu River and veer
There are seldom more thas northwest for three hours. T he
doren sctentists and assistants m next dav six hours of slow mo-
Camp at @ny one tIme. We sieep O DEnEs us 1o camp. Wi
n the ground tn tents with win- sleery well that night and awake
low mesh [ine enoush to Keeg it ddawn to the cries of macaws
out the tiniest insects. We stock
the stabon each May, at the end
of the rainy seasen, by loading
food and gear onto & lumber
track in Cuzeo and crossing the
fwo eastern ranges of the Andes
I a single-fane dirt o
Maore than five hours out, the

rond peaks at the top of the e

ond mnge, and the green sea of

Lhe Amazon basin swells (o the
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walking the forest and listening
for the subtle sounds of debris
falling onto the thin laver of Teaf
litter, & sure sign that parrots or
muonkeys were feeding in the
canopy 120 to 180 fest abhove.

If the falling seeds or fruit had
seoop-shaped beak marks, we
knew we had found parrot=, and
we hoped they would be large
macawses. If we waited mn-silence,
the birds would often reveal
themselves by squawking quiet-
ly—commumicating, we now
know, with family members.
Then we could locate them with
high-powered telescopes and
ohserve their feedine behavior,

We dizcovered that micaws
break through the pulp of froits
to get directly to the seeds,
which they crack and eat. They
alun eat the pulp of some fruits
and occasionally flowers and
leaves. But their main goal is
seeds, making macaws onlike
mo=t hirds in the Lhr[ﬁrul forest

In feeding, n macaw displays
mammal-lhke dexterity. Each
muscular leg powers a foot of
four clawed toes; two facing for-
ward, two backward. The bird
can hang upside down or reach
sidewnys effortlessly. anchored
by one foot to pick fruit with the
uthir, Its hooked beak can act
at a third foot for climbing

COnce the bird has lifted n fralt
to 1ts beak, it cannot sée 1t, but
its thick tongue judges the shape
and warks with the skills af a
thumb to rotate the Fruit and
posilion itsseed for crackmg

No seed nppears to be &
match for that beak  We find

IN A FIREWTIRKS BURST, macaws fift off
fram a ciay lick on the Tambopata
River. Such spectacles are a major
attraction lor a growing ecotour-

ism industry, which generates

jobs without harming the birds

or destroying their habitat.
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macaws eating in mahoganies,
kapoks, coral hean trees, and
-among a list of 60
Bul | think the

rubher trees
or &0 lavoriles
experiment with evervthing. It's
part of their curious nature to
bite and test. How hard is ity
|..'IIL"- il tasle gondr 1T I ent ane
will it hurt med And in
2, D0C species
Trond
i

(i s
i forest of mavbe
oI flowernmg oo
trees, plants,

ELEE

vings, théy may come
upon something thev
navent =een before
tha! bhlooms only even
FEW VICRArs

Hut If macaws s2em
to have no lack of food
why mre they also ent-
ing riverbank clay?

We found that

ciav 15 high in salts and

minerals the birds may
not get from their pn
marily vegetarian diet.
Even more inlriguing,
12 wie analyveed the
commoniy eaten seeds,
we discoverecd Lt
many held toxic chema-
ral  compounds—tan-
nin: &nd alkaloids. 1
triedd chewine the seeds
myself

sweet a3t first Laste, then

SO WETT
my mouth began Lo tin-
gle. burn, and swell

It 1= hkely that ma-
CAWS [AME almosl daily
doses of clay to detoxify them-
Lgn |y
and speeds them through the
body. Indinns in the high Andes

eat clity 1o counler the effects

to the toxins

Clay band

[ Bitter wild potatoes

Another ¢lue is the seasomal
fuctoation of visits o clay licks.
Vioat vears macaws eat less clay
durmg May and June, at the
start of the dry season, when
many planis are flowering. By
fate July the licks are active
again, and the macaw crowds
peak in August and Sepltember,
the driest time of the vear, Wi
£i

srisiect Lhat a2 food sources

Macaws: Winged Kaoinbows

dwindle, macaws may have o
fll back on more toxic seeds
To pinpoint the biochemical
function of clay eating, lames
Crilardi of the University of Cal-
ifornin at Davis 15 now analyz
ing dried foods from Manu for
thaxic compounds. In lab expert-
menls he 13 also feeding thes

;|_|| ||J s 1O Am AXON parToLs Minre

WITH A WICKED BITE and a longue 35
mEile as a thumb, a blue-and-veiiow
will open & nutritions seen with
ease aiter tearing away the fruil

L the mymad Troels and [fowers
svailable (o macaws {opposite ),
many contam toxic seeds that
fend off predstors. The birds
show no |l eflects; they may cain
protection—along with bastc min

||i' - I'-.' ""- Ih'.- I.:'.l:'. !!."-.II i |.|1

manaseable macaw relatives
that also eat ¢iny 1n the wild

ACAWSE NEST in Cty Lred
cavities 4 hundred feet
or more off the ground
['wo gquestions loomed
ne | set oul to investi-

pate macaw reproduction. How

willld I get up there, and how
waortld the birds renct
pnee | dud?

Climbing straight
ap sl raim foresd
trees 15 ol A good op-
ton. Thetr trunks are
highways for stinging
Insects and are tangled
with vines and brome-
ltads. T ook mv lead
from the technigue of
cAlvVErs. wWhno need Lo
el up and down frag-
e cave walls without
touching i Liyen

mprovised

LA i

| start with a gian
slingzhot, Inunching a
welght on a long thin
e over a hranch
['hen |
tie o climbing rope to
the unweighted end

near the nest

grud paell the welzhited
endd by hand until the
rope 15 hanging over
the branch. With one
endd anchored to the
hnse of a thick tree, 1

attach a harness to the

other, sit in L, and hoist mvself
using specid clamps
As T approachied my first nest,

1IENe A red-And-grecn macaw

W
chitek was about to Dedge, [ hid
4 feeling that the adults would
not atinck me outright. Buat |
nonestly had to wonder: I they
obected 1o my presence, would
they use their considerable intel
HEERCE (D S1ZE L] the situation
and bite through the rope?

In fact they did netther: mn
stead they sat on & close branch
1 he ]

| wanled Lo sereain oS

and screamecl el ling
L Feamiedd

I stuffedd toile! puaper into my
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WAS Rdvice and encourngemenl
Then the voungsier flew g wob-
bly course through Lthe forest
mid-story and crash-landed in
eolt lealy branches. Severn
davs paased before it was fiving
confidently with its parents at a
stately 20 miles an hour

CAWS PLAY and interact
with each othar in Wilk5s o 1':::._1:1‘__.‘.{!‘.‘ - Jham

that most other Birds ) ok

e
don't. A pair of mated - "'f-{ " F!
I 3 -.."'Ir'.‘. 5 ‘i‘ l'i. ; | |-
a t 2 f #

afinlts will preen each il
sther and their offspring {or
hours, removing heeand ticks
ind naturally dispersing body
oil on one anather s feather:
L hey don § usun v socializ
with macaws outside theis
nuclear family, but they talk to
each other constantly

1 & trio or guartel of macaws
weoan wdentify the voung o
their eve color. Their irises
are dark, becommg vellowsh

white with age. But their

"-l, wiaws ustanlly ledve thedn
[FAFENLE and SOart o sing lor a
mate at agrs two or three., Find-
ing & Hace W iny egEs 15 a Tar
more difficuit matter. 1 learned
[ MY SUrprise, (DAL A ortrybut
ing facter in the MECAWS oW
reproduction rate i an acute
HousImE shortag

A sguare mile of virgin rin
forest in Amaroninn Peru con-
ERITES it Tew as Oohe o TWO nest
abtes that are deen, clean, and

dry enougn for iarge macaws
|, HUNDRED BIZZYING FEET high

Eduardo Nycander von Massenbac]

LEAMINES 2 Djue-and-yellow (00 Pl










I he hlue-and-velows look [or biologist and the director of th wild macaws. The center, &i
cead palms in the nver Mood. Wildlife Conservation Society's vards from the spectacular

plains. Red-and-greens seel macaw project at the Tamb [ambopats River clay lick, 1
hardwoods an higher ground pata Research Center. Much of much ke our camp in Manu
Viersatile scarlets use both. Th the work is financed by a Lima Expanding macaw nesting
COmMmpBenuoT 18 intense orewrry. LervyeTerria .":.|'| _-I|| kTt E_||;|-:'_T:I_:_r_|r:-_; 15 OE AT O LhE
Cince red-and-greens la; ind Rainforest Expeditions, a enter. MNyvcander and his Held
claim to a nest hole, they guard ompany Nycander created will irector, José Moscoso Garcés
1t vear-round. We came upon an macaw biologist Kurt Holle Fer-  experimented with several mnte
attempted takeover one day and  ndndez to introduce tourists to rinks for birdhouses {(wood
watched hghting birds was cdevoured by Ler-
iymbling n a blue mites within tw
Viears; metal rnsiked
VEFNEATINE) belore
seftiing on PVC pipe

|:||I W I- ' o thelr
chance (o grab A mest
occupied by a sing
narent and two voung
nestiings and bDegan 2
harassmenl campaign 1% PV nest

inches in diameter,
eight feet tall, and
trapped them Lo the
Lrees, Adl bt one,

rERAsons W Ie Unsiure

hesoloadult, perbaps
widowerd |-_'. kT BRIk
attack, nnally han to

IEERYC LS YOFANE UL

food. The marauding

nair gprabibed the lareet

O, HLLFaCied MACAWS
all 2carlets

nestltng and dropped it Last vear the cente
50 feet to the ground launched another mi
gilling it. 1he parent sion: to balance the
returned o defend the hances ol survival for

stirvivor, which then

VICLOS MOVEDd 1o, Ol

the parent stayed near nests inaturat and an
b feed 1tz [decghing fcimd), hey led them
which took shelter in bushes KED-FACED FROM ANXIETY, Dlue-an [ormula by hand, slept with

After several dayvs the interd

ers left to nest in a palm right ' . ind lived with colorful chans

i _ PR i thiemn in the nursery at mght

next door, and parent and fledg INGENET [ellr SCOUTing (or & place o “1he birds are very loving

ling Hew off Lo another nest site preed. Unce (he raing sweep 1n the Nycander reports. © They con-
trial their bills to just mibble
N ARCHITECT from Lima sedas0n ol abundante, a lemale zoftly on our ear:

Edunrdo Nycander von usually lave two poos wi » Yyild macaws took o soctal in-
Vinssenhach never tmag- . terest 1n the foster hirds as thes
ined he would turn his tal- A ORLL. MOCAWS. are began to fIv. Now |8 macaw:
ents to designing homes though! o mate for life; both sexes that probably would have died
Or macaws—and chimb 150 [eet : in infancy have joined the clay
up trees to install and monitor ' i ol i e A (e lick throngs. They return t
them. But working as mvy fssis- ters (ahove) one regurgitates food camp for daily visits
tant i 1987, he savs, " brought |, e | he overriding good news

me L0 A crossroads in my lile

Nyveander  now adso 8 hieldd EXeEnmentis i .-"|_'1'I : '!|'_-! Wi

Macawes: Wingea Kambowy
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