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HELATTONS BET\VEEN HAP'J'OHS AND COLUMBIFOR!Vf 

HIHDS AT A DESEHT \VATEJt HOLE 
ToM J. f.AIII-: {t"ft'y 

D OVI·:S, ancl sa nclgrouse are notahly \Vary .ill Lhe 
isolated ancl usuall y ex posed, open water holes where Llrey cong regate 

in large rrurnlrers Lu drink in desc:rt rqdons, as, fo r instance, in parts of 
Australia (Cameron, l 1J:-W ) and Afric:a ( Boweu, ( 1)27) . What arc the haz· 
ard :; wlric·h make sudr obvious l11 :lw vior of adaptive significa nce in the lives 
of these lrircl s'( During fieldwork carric:cl out between W and 2i3 ]anuar 
and hetween S July and 11 Augusl ] 1)()'1, irr the Narnih 
oppo rtunities to olrservc: flocks of cu lurnbifonn birds drinking ala water hole 
.in Llu: dry .bed of tlt e Kui seh Rive r and to gain snme insight into the mle 
whil'h diurnal raptors play in detc:nnining their approadr to walc:r. 

LO CATION 1\N 11 I·:NV II:<IN 1\II•: NT 

Tlu:se observations were ntade at tlu: Namih Dese rt Hesearch Station lu· 
calcd al. CoiHdJcb, approxilllalt:l y 70 1nilcs inland from Walvis Bay, .in South-
west Africa. An opc:n pit du g clown through sand to tir e water table in the 
hed. of tlre Kuist:b Hi vcr provides one of th l.' s ix or eigl1t sou rces o f surface 
walt:r for tlwusa nds of square rnilcs in thi s reg ion. The diameter of the pit 
at tire l1:vel of the ri vn hed was about .J.() fc :d , the depth to the water, ahout 
·w fed, while tlu : dia.nwll :r of walc:r surface itself was about G feet. The 
well is located approx inratcly in the cent e r of the riverbed, where its width 
is some 2SO feel. On eitlrer s ide the re are stands of rather dense riparian 
woods consisting mainl y of 1t:fwia giraffa e and Acacia albida. g rowing to a 
hcigl1t of t).() Lo SO feel. Vcgda lionless sand dunes ,stretch so uthward from 
tlre left linrit: of the rive r for huntln:1l:; of miles. Northward lies an equall y 
vasl e'xpanse of sparse ly vegeta tt:tl gravel plains. Most of tire hirds in this 
reg ion are 11eccssa ril y associatt:d with tir e valley or with Lir e hell e r 
vcgda lt:cl portions o f the gravel plains. 

OBSE I: VAT ION S 

Fivt: of columhiform hirtls were regular users of thi s water hole 
tlurin !!<-- m y pericHls n[ uhservalicm. These were: 
(/)te·rodes llaiiHtqua ), Speckled Hnt:k Pigeo n ( Colnmba guinea), Cape Tur-
tle Dove (Streptopclia ca[!icola), Laughing Dove (Stigmatopelia scnegalensis ), 
an1l Namaqua Dove ( Oena capensis ). Mac::kworth-Praed and Grant ( I 1)()2 ) 
q ur ],e consulted for a desc:ript ion of these spec ies. 
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In January, 200 Lo 300 Namaqua Sa nJgrouse came to waler every mom-
ing between onoo antl ] 200, the majorily befo re 1000; but in Jul y and 
August Lhe number was reduced Lo 50 ur less, and floeks did not visit the 
water every day. These sandg rousc arrived over the g ra vel plain from sparse 
grasslands located about 15 Lu 20 miles north and northeast of ColwlJt::l.J, usu-
ally flyin g high in flocks of 5 tu 20 binls and repeatedl y ull ering a charac-
teristic flight. call. T ypica ll y an incoming floek circled once or twice over the 
wate r hole and then lancletl on a conspicuous rocky prom onto ry overlooking 
the entire river valley uhoul SOO ya rds uprivc r fr om the water on the left 
limit. Sometimes dozens of sandg rouse, s illing with alert, up-slretchecl necks, 
accumulated on tir e knolll1efore the first gro ups fl ew down into tir e river be<l 
to the water. 

Small groups {poss ibl y the same as the incoming fl ocks) usuall y hega n 
flyin g cl ow n into the riverbed alJout half un hour afler the first lrirll s had 
arrived 011 the knoll. They neve r fl ew directl y down into the pit to the walcr 
but lande<l on the sa ndy rivedwtl 1.0 Lo 50 feel or more away and 
ca uti ously walked .into Lh e pit Lo the edge of Lh e water. Any slight dislur-
lwnce al this time caused all or part o[ t.lre approaelring sa ndgrouse to holt 
and fl y haek Lo the knoll. Once at the water, some of the birds ( maks) im-
mediatel y waded in up to tlreir breasts to drink and wet their hrer.:.t feathers, 
while others <hank from the edge. Drinking and welling Lhl: fenl.Iwrs were 
brief ads recptiring no mo re Lhan 10 to 15 seconds for co mpkt.ion after the 
water was readwll. Each bird flew up direct ly from the spot where it ha<l 
chunk, in or out of Lhe water; and Lhc departing groups hursl forth fr om 
the pit with grea t connnolion , gained altitude ove r the river, and di sappeared 
northward over the g ravel plain , usuall y wiLlrout ca lling. As the first groups 
fl ew down to water in this faslrion, other floc:ks were still arriving 011 the 
kuoll , and al the peak period around o•rw, g roups of sa ndgrouse follow ed 
after one another into the pit in qui ck suec:ession. 

During July an<l August. a flock of nine Hock Pigeons came fairl y regularly 
Lo water at GolJaheh ; hut Lhese birds did not appear every clay, and the num-
ber 1lwindled to seven during the pniod o[ observalion. These pigeons ap-
pa rently came from a fora ging area fartlrer uprive r, but Lhcir exact movements 
were Hot dt :lenninecl. They appeared al va rious I imes of the da y from early 
morning to late evening, and when th ey Jlew into Lhe sector of the river 
where the water hole is located, they in var iably selll ed as a group in the 
uppermost branches of one of the tallest acacias growiug on either s ide of the 
well. The pigeons o flen remained perche<l in the tree for half an hour or 
more before flyin g down to the pcrimelf:r of the pit. There they again sat 
for several minutes looking J ow n a t the water hut seemingly hesitating to 
walk <lown into the pil Lo drink. H sume doves or other small birds happened 
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to fl y lo 1l1e water at Ll1is Lime and began drinking, Ll1eir behaviur seemed 
Lo sli111ulaLe Llw pigeons, for then the laller walked l1urriedly down tiJe slop-
ing side of the pit Lo the walcr and also began drinking. The pigeons usually 
walked part of the way hal'k up the side of the pil before fly .ing off. 

Several hundred Laughing Doves and a few dozcu Cape Turtle Doves came 
l.o waler daily al Cohaheh. Most: of these <loves walerctl before ]000 a111l 
after ICJOO, hut a few could he observed fl ying Lo water all through day . 
Typicall y these doves approached the water hole fl ying singly or in groups 
of Lwo to 1l1ree along tlw river course nnd pcrdwd first in one of Ll1e taH 

growing nearby. Particularly in the early nwrning ru11l late evening 
pt!riods of 1wak visil.alion, HlO Lo 200 doves usuall y aecun1ulaLctl in l.hc Lrccs 
IJL!fore 1l1e firsl flew clown l.o water. Many fal se slarls v< ere nwde, bul 
once first group of six Lo t!ight birds finally sell.l ecl al the edge of the 
water, these doves followed after one another in a stead y strea m of small 

until all had watered. They ldL Lrecs with several hard flaps 011 a 
downward cu u1:se, then st:L their wings and planed swiftly right inlu lhe pit, 
landing near the edge of the wate r. Drinking lasted only a few seeumls 
bdore doves out of lhe pil and hack inlo the Lrces. /\L tl1c peak 
rwriod s was a sleatly Lwo-way traffi c between the lrces and the water, 
and sonH·Iinws incoming birds colli<bl in the air with those leaving the pit. 

Tl1e p;rou1ul-tlwelling Namaqua Dove used a diffe rent approach. Several 
tlozcn of small , fa st-flying doves watered at CoLabeb. Tl1ey were much 
rnore likely to appear in the n1iddle portion of the day than in Lhe early tnurn -
ing or late evening. Tlwy came singly or in pairs and usually landctl first al 
the edge of rivcrhed on the ground U11d c r the acacias or under the stands 
of Nicotiana p;lnuw growing farther oul in the het.l of Ll1e river. After s ilting 
molionkss for a Jew lllinulcs, they fl ew quickly just over the surface of the 
sand ancl dropped down inlo the pil lo drink. Again, Llwy were al tl1c water 
onl y. a few seconds hdore flyi11g away. ' 

Hapl:urs wllich hunted regularly in the vicinity of the water hole at CnlwbciJ 
an immature mnle Lan1wr (Fa/eo hiunnicns), a pair of Hock Kestrels 

-=------ ---(Fa/eo t.illll/11/culus), an imnwlure male Cahar Coshawk (Miaonisus [ = 
illdierax according Lo so111c authors] galmr), and a pair of Chanting Cos-

( Mdiera:\; musictls), tlu.: fila le fully adult, the female j usl beginning 
moll inlo adult plumage. There was nu indication that the kestrel s paid 

allt'lll ion lo the nwven1enls of potential prey o.nound Llw water hole, 
hul: lhP four raptors definitely did. 'fhe Lanncr had several IJi gh 
pcn·ht·s on dead branches in the tops of nearlJy acacias, where l1 e co uld he 

sill ing and watching the water every day. At Limes he also circled high 
,o vn river clin:t:lly above the waler hole. The liLLie Cabar Goshawk was 
' ol'lt•n 1l1c IH'HJH:lws uf an acacia growing near 
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water, a ktLit wl1ich is especially conspicuous among individuals of Lile same 
species at isolated wells in the Kalahari Gemslwk National Park. The Chant-
ing Goshawks patrolled a regular .IJeal up and down tl1e river past the water 
hole, and at Limes they perc·hed on the sa me l•rand1es used by Lhe Lanner. 
Unlike the othe r raplors, these gu:,hawks al so frequently flew down into the 

]JO)e lo drink. 
Although Ll1e remains of doves were found frequently in the vicinity, the 

only one of these hawks wl1ich l actually saw allacking and killing birds at 
Ll1e water hole was 1l1e Lanner. Hi s usual Lactic was Lu stoop from one u[ his 
lligh pcrc:hes, or from a circling posit ion 1l1e river , when a group of 
doves le ft the acacias and sd their wings to glide down into the water l10le. 
More often than not he missed, and even when he did slrike duwn a bird he 
was not always successful in retri ev ing it. Twice I saw him knock Laughing 
Doves into the riverbed, but before he cou ld Lum Lo pick them up, the inj uretl 
Linls managed lo struggle into cove r growing at Ll1e edge of the river. 

Injured doves were seen around the \Vater hole several Limes, and in une 
notable insta11ee a Laughing Dove which co uld nol fly actually walked from 
tl1 e protective vegetation at the edge of the ri ve rbed, out over Lhe open sand, 
down inlo the pit, drank, and walked lwck. Such birds tJII(loul,tedly fall 
victim Lu some predator soo ne r or later, and the Lanner may indirectly pro· 
vi<lc much of the prey eaten by less vigorous hunters like the Clu:tnting Cos-
hawks, as the following episode illuslrales. 

On B August at 1010 hours while watching from a hlincl ahout 20 feet 
Lrurn the water, I heard lhe Lanner sloop overhead. There was a loud whack 
in the air, ancl an injured Cape Turtle Dove fell ri gl1L into Lhc water, where 
iL was nhlc to support itself on some floating moss by spreading its wings 
and tail. The Lanner tli<l not persi st in his allack. Soon the dove stuck its 
beak inlo the waler and drank deeply for several seconds, while still floating 
in the moss. It then managed Lo flap across the surface Lo Lhe edge of the 
wal.e r, where jt lay in the wcl sand hrcalhing heavil)'. A Laughing Dove 
landed at the edge o[ the water at 101() ln1t flew up in panic almost imme<li-
ately, as the Lanner swoopetl in low over the pil. The Lanncr ev identl y saw 
the .injured Duve, for he returned to sloop over it twice; hnt ll1 c dove 
" froze" in a crouched posture, and the Lanne r 1lid not descend to pick it up . 
At 1029 the injured dove sloud up and managed to walk into the dry sand 
Lo a point just wl1c re the sloping s ide of the pit swings upward. lL tl1 en 
settled down again beside a slick in fuH sunshine and began panting. 

At 1035 the female Chanting Goshawk suddenly landed at the periphery 
of the pit, scaring away several small l1irds which had been drinking. The 
injured Turtle Dove "froze" by the slick, and the goshawk did not appear Lo 
see jt, The Chanting Goshawk hatl walked about halfway down inlo the pit 
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wlr err a small flo ck of sandgrouse flew directly over, and their passage evi -
denll y caused th e clove Lo bolt. It fluLLe recl across th e sandy hoLLom of the pit 
and came Lo rest against. t.he grounded side of an old o.il drum which was half 
suhrnerge1l in t.he water. Tire s uddenness of iLs m ovement. f righLened Lhe gos-
hawk, and she fl ew hack Lo tlr e periphery of the piL, where she sloO!l motion-
less looking inlentl y down Loward tlovc, which was cowe rin g in plain 
s ight. against. the drum. AL ]0:1.() the dove s uddenl y jerked convulsively and 
toppled ove r dead at the edge of Lhe water hy the clrum. The Clwnling Cos-
hawk was still watching. At. 1011·2 th e goshawk down into Lhe pit. Lo a 
sector of the wate r on the side of the 1lrur11 opposite Lo LhaL where tlre dove 
la y. She waded into Lhe waler up over her Lues, and 1luring Lh e nex l J 2 min-
utes drank a Lolal of 2B of water hy tippin g up. Next:, she stepped 
oul of th e water, s lowl y aiJOuL, and walked deliheraLely around Lo the 
hack of the drum, she slopped. Pee rin g ca refull y arclurHl the drum on 
th e si de wlwre the la y, moved a littl e closer and suddenly struck 
out. with one of her long legs, gripping the do ve ti ghtl y with her talons. The 
goshawk stood n cd looking alJOut a few more seconds and then fl ew off at 
1100 with t.lre dove in fool. 

SUJ\1 Mi\HY AND CONCLU SIONS 

Tire heha vior of five columhiform spec ies at Lh e Cobaheh waler hol e sug-
gests that. these l1inls are mosl vulnerahle l.o capture while actually al the 
walcr drinking a11d while approaching or leaving the water across the OJH'II 
hed of th e river. M ill e r and StelJhins ( 1 1JGtl.) describe instances of a parallel 
kind of vulnerability of quail (Lo plwrlyx gambelii and Oreortyx piclus) dur-
.ing their visils Lo water holes in th e Joshua T ree National Monument, in tlr e 
l\'lojave Dese rt of Califomia. The columbiforms have evolved a mechanism 
of drinking wlridr enahles th em to Lake in a sufficient. of wate.Ll.D.,...ll 

sl1orl. suckin g, an ad vantage in reduc ing t!XJIOSUre l.o 
poss il,Je predation . See Tiartlwlornew arul Dawson ( l 1)5 J.) fur details about 

drinking <:apaeiLy o f Mourning Doves (Zenaidura macronra). Secondly, 
in tlwir approach Lo the wa ter hole 11011e of colum],iforrn species fli es 

to th e waler Lo drink latl wails first in some rela tivc·ly protel'l ed 
posit ion 11carhy to survey th e siLuaLion. 

inrplil'alion that pallcrns of hehavior in eolunrhiforrns l1ave de-
lo predators is reinforced by observations on Lhe lralJiLs 

of sy rnpalric falconifor111 s, which do indeed hunt selectively around water 
arul which do Lake advantage of Lhe vulnc rahility o( lJinls exposed hy 

tlwir of 1\iloreover, it seems likd y that these pall e rns of 
IH'fra vior dridl y for avoiding hy diurnal birds of prey and ha ve 
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been lilllc influencctl by owls or man1mc.dian predators, which mostly visit 
the waler holes al niglrt. 
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