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				Gulls in the Wind

				Birds are amazing creatures – so amazing they seem unbelievable. They are the only vertebrates to live on all seven continents; some travel from polar region to polar region, nearly half-way around the planet on their own power. They have emigrated from the continents to the high slopes of towering volcanoes on oceanic islands and condors can fly to over 4500 metres.

				Bird enthusiasts have conducted studies on the neurobiology of birds revealing that members of the family corvidae (crows, magpies, jays) are the smartest of birds. Family members can reason, plan, learn, speak, and they have been known to play. Gulls, I guess, are not as smart; they belong to another family, the Laridae. But I suspect they play.

				In their book, Gifts of the Crow1, John Marzluff and Tony Angell list five characteristics of play: 

				Action not immediately required for survival.

				The actions are voluntary, appear pleasurable, or self-rewarding..

				 Includes typical actions performed in incomplete, novel, or awkward ways.

				The actions are often repeated in similar ways.

				The actions occur under benign and unstressed conditions.

				I would add one more item to the list:

				The players often interact.

				One windy afternoon from a bluff above the Gulf of St. Lawrence on the west coast of Newfoundland, north of Corner Brook, I caught a gaggle of gulls twisting, swooping, and sweeping through the air. I thought at the time, they were playing. Certainly, their actions didn’t violate any of the items on the list.

				The original video is the first item. The stacked photos displaying the flight paths created from frames in the video follow. They are accompanied by short clips showing the birds flying in slow motion. The original video plays for 131 seconds. 3045 frames were captured. The show buttons display the frame labels (0-3044).

				
						Marzluff, J. and Angell, T (2012) Gifts of the Crow. Atria Paperback, New York, USA. ISBN 978-1-4391-9874-2. 

				

			

		

		
			
				Although copyright is claimed for the photographs and text, you are free to copy, print and give away copies. You can even sell copies if you can find someone to buy them. What you are not given permission to do is prevent others from doing the same thing, That is: others can also copy, print, give away, or sell copies. I would appreciate being acknowledged as photographer and writer.

				 © Jim Nicholls (2018), jim.nicholls@shaw.ca, http://www.gtwist.ca
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					Stop Playing Movie Clip
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				Were the Gulls Playing?

				After watching the video, my question is, “Were the gulls playing?” If you so choose, look at the images of the flight paths that follow this page and the accompanying clips extracted from the video. Try to correlate the gulls’ actions with their place in time-space. Looking at these images may help you decide on an answer to the question.

				The first image and its video clip was selected to help you get your eye in. Two birds, two flight paths leading away from the camera; the flight paths separated by fractions of seconds. This image and flight path show me no evidence of play but the other clips and flight paths are not so obvious.
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					0-200: Play Video Clip 
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					300-450: Play Video Clip
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				[image: ]
			

			
				
					
						
					
				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					500-600: Play Video Clip
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					600-700: Play Video Clip
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					1000-1100: Play Video Clip
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					1100-1200: Play Video Clip
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					1300-1450: Play Video Clip
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					1500-1600: Play Video Clip
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					1700-1900: Play Video Clip

				

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					Stop Movie

				

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				
					
						
					
				

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					2900-3044: Play Video Clip
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				Well? Opinion Time

				We’re back to the question, “Were the gulls playing?” What struck me were the number of times a bird floated motionless for a fraction of a second on a flight path before plunging down and away. Perhaps this action is play; it caused me to wonder if the birds might feel the way a bungee jumper does when they’re standing motionless on a bridge railing then ... drop away into the abyss. People who bungee jump have told me it’s a tremendous adrenaline rush. I don’t like adrenaline rushes so I would never, ever test it. But I wonder if the adrenaline levels of birds rise when they’re doing their thing.

				In the meantime, please feel free to let me know your opinion at jim.nicholls@shaw.ca.
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