This is an essay from more than 20 years ago genrated by another investigator of communication with animals, dophins particularly. Jim Nollman of “Interspecies” wrote comments introducing his reproduction of an early article about Arielle’s speech reported in the St. Petersburg Times during May 2003. His publication introduced his colleagues to an early report about a newsman’s visit to experience Arielle’s speech and to listen to the transcription of what she said. The original article is likely buried in the archives of the Tampa Bay Times (they change the newspaper’s name). 
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From: Nollman, Jim. “InterspecieS,” Interspecies.com, Winter 2004.

Slow Dreaming 
I wish to express my gratitude to all the people who have responded with funds to assure Interspecies another year of existence. One donor has pledged $2000 as a matching grant. For more information about how you can help us meet this challenge, and to find other interspecies news, please take a look at page 6. 









–Jim Nollman 


A Moscow newspaper describes a school in far northwestern Russia established within the Murmansk Research Oceanarium. Instituted to provide children with an education in marine mammal studies, each day after sit-down classes are complete, students congregate by the pool to be taught "to communicate with dolphins and seals by a faculty of oceanarium trainers". Despite the misplaced value of defining interspecies communication as an exercise in captive training, with an objective that includes seals balancing rubber balls and dolphins jumping through hoops, the visionary potential remains. 


It's easy to dream up a faculty from a parallel universe comprised solely of members and correspondents of Interspecies.com. For a class entitled "Where Captivity Ends and Family Begins", I propose they recruit the interspecies team of Mike Dalton and his blue and gold macaw, Arielle. Arielle knows some 3,000 words and phrases, thousands more than the bird currently listed in the Guinness Book of World Records. In a May 2003 story in the Saint Petersburg Times, journalist Robert Farley wrote of a visit to Mike and Arielle's home. He reports: 


Curious to see how much of Arielle's, daily talking session this reporter can interpret, Dalton hands me a blank sheet of paper. Then the session begins. As Arielle begins to speak, Dalton hits 'record' on the tape player, picks up his own notebook to scribble furiously, checking his watch to record times. The parrot seems to me to be making random squawks. So what on earth is Dalton writing? I close my eyes, straining to make out some words, but my page is mostly blank. At one point, he let's out a hearty laugh. Arielle; it seems, has cracked a joke. The chirping goes on for 20 minutes. When it ends, Dalton turns off on the record(er). 

I show him my pad. Not much there besides "Polly want a cracker" and "pretty bird." I also thought I heard Arielle bark like a dog. 

"It's OK," Dalton consoles, "Not many people can pick up her speech. It's like parents who understand' their toddler when others can't." Then he rewinds the tape and hits play, quickly finding a place in his notes, allowing me to follow along. Darned if it doesn't sound like what he's written. Here's some of what Arielle had to say: 

"Water. Back. Come up. I love you. Alright. You want to play? Quiet. Happy (after she's eaten)." And this mocking exchange: "Wow. You can talk? Polly want a cracker." She laughs. And the joke? Arielle at the time was headed for the fruit tray, which [s]he sometimes warns is too hot. "Be careful," she says, apparently mocking his warning. And I was also right about the barking. "Woof, woof. Good dog. Woof." 

When Dalton tells her, "Arielle's cute," Arielle replies, 'I’m cute." 

"She knows pronoun substitution," he explains.

Dalton believes that Arielle's communication is far more advanced than any scientist has ever given birds credit for. In fact, he can not get scientists to take his research seriously. Apparently, around the turn of the century, a horse named Clever Hans challenged the prevailing attitude about animal intelligence. Clever Hans amazed crowds when he tapped his hoof to answer simple math questions. Four plus two? He'd tap six times.

But Clever Hans was eventually exposed. A scientist discovered his math skills evaporated when he wore blinders, or if his owner did not know the answer to the question. Turns out, the owner was giving unintentional facial cues about the correct answer. It's a story that animal behaviorists often retell to debunk claims made by folks who try to read too much into animal communication. Even those who conduct animal behavior studies in laboratories with strict controls are viewed with skepticism. And here is Dalton, with no formal animal behavior schooling, conducting his research in his home. He tells me his e-mails to scientists go unanswered. Even his wife, Patricia, a kindergarten teacher, says she does a lot of eye rolling. But Dalton continues undaunted. He notes that many great discoveries were made by accident, by so-called amateurs. "Scientists don't respect animals," he says. "They don't treat them like equals. I talk to Arielle like she's another person." 

Particularly vexing to Dalton is the lack of acknowledgement from the world's leading researcher on parrot communication, Irene Pepperberg, who has ignored his letters. Pepperberg's own parrot, Alex, can correctly identify an array of objects, and researchers are now trying to teach Alex to read. "I think there's no doubt parrots use some of their words purposefully," says Donald Griffin, who spent more than three decades researching animal cognition. "But I have yet to see convincing evidence that birds can string words together correctly." 

It was at the suggestion of an old professor of his, that Dalton began recording Arielle's speech, and he now has more than 150 hours worth. Dalton takes Arielle for daily walks through the neighborhood, talking to her in a falsetto voice, which is easier for her to hear and duplicate. During a watk, Dalton got an inkling that he had a remarkable bird as he spoke to Arielle about water. Crossing a sidewalk puddled with water, Arielle lowered her head nervously and said "wet." 

"That blew me away," he said. "If the bird can transfer meanings to new situations, we now have communication." Dalton has determined that the first level of communication is simply repeating words they are taught. The second level is being able to use those words in proper context. And the third level is actual conversation."     
