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What heavenly tints in mingling radiance fly!

Each rapid movement gives a different dye;

Like scales of burnished gold they dazzling show —

Now sink to shade, now like a furnace glow!

Alexander Wilson, 1776–1813 
Early American Ornithologist
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A male ruby-throated hummingbird, taking nectar from wild columbine.


Attracting Hummingbirds

ENJOYING HUMMINGBIRDS

We will never forget our first look at a hummingbird, many years ago. We had dutifully planted our property with the flowers we knew hummingbirds liked and had hung up hummingbird feeders, but no hummingbirds had arrived. After several months of waiting, we were just about to give up when one day we went to the garden to admire the first bloom of the cardinal flower.

Suddenly, a flash of iridescence caught our eye and “poof,” a female ruby-throated hummingbird hovered right before us. It reminded us of that famous pixie, Tinker Bell, from the story of Peter Pan, and for a moment we expected a sprinkling of pixie dust to float down upon us.

From that magic day on, hummingbirds have been a part of our lives and have enchanted us every spring through every fall. Whenever we watch them our minds leave our human concerns, and we experience a renewed sense of wonder and appreciation for the living things around us.

We have written this book for you, so that you too might bring the magic of hummingbirds into your life.

It is not hard to attract hummingbirds almost anywhere in the United States and southern Canada if you create favorable habitats and put up hummingbird feeders. We will show you how to do this and will explain how to identify hummingbirds and how to photograph hummingbirds. Then we will reveal all the fascinating features of hummingbird behavior that you can watch for and that will expand your feeling of amazement about these tiniest birds.

So start today. Use this guide to attract and enjoy hummingbirds. We guarantee your life will be the richer for it.

We wish you good luck and Happy Hummingbirding!

Don and Lillian Stokes
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A female ruby-throated hummingbird hovering.


HUMMINGBIRD FEEDERS

One of the best ways to attract hummingbirds and thus have the enjoyment of watching them in your yard is to buy a hummingbird feeder, fill it with a sugar-water solution, and place it in your garden. Putting it near flowers to which hummingbirds may be drawn will make it even more attractive.

Commercial Feeders

There are many fine commercial hummingbird feeders now on the market, with new ones appearing all the time. Most of these feeders have flower patterns or red parts on them so that they are attractive to hummingbirds.

There are basically two designs. One type consists of an inverted bottle that empties into a lower reservoir with feeding holes. The vacuum created at the top of the bottle is what keeps the liquid from draining out. The simplest form of this type of feeder is a small inverted bottle with a rubber stopper and glass tube coming out the bottom.

The other type of feeder is simply a container with holes in its cover through which the hummers reach to get the fluid. Many of these are thin disks with representations of flowers on the upper surface. You may want to experiment with different models of feeders to find which ones work best for you.

How to Choose

When choosing a feeder, look at it carefully. Ask the store attendant if you can take it apart, for this is essential to cleaning it out. You will be doing lots of filling and cleaning of the feeder, so make sure you can reach all areas to scrub them thoroughly. (People use bottle brushes and pipe cleaners to make this job easier.)

Start with smaller feeders and wait until your hummingbird customers are regularly emptying these before going for the larger sizes. This will ensure that your feeder solution will not sit too long in the feeder and spoil. If someone gives you a larger-size feeder as a gift, remember that you do not have to fill it all the way up; just put in the amount of solution that the hummingbirds will consume in a day or two.

There are feeders made out of plastic or glass or a combination of the two. There are pros and cons to the use of each material. Plastic doesn't break, but, on the other hand, some people feel that glass is easier to clean. There are many quality feeders on the market made out of each material.

To Perch or Not to Perch

Perches are a useful, although not essential, feature on hummingbird feeders. If the feeder has perches, the hummers will use them. If it doesn't, the hummers will happily hover at the feeding holes, just the way they do when drinking from flowers in the wild. When they want to perch they will go to a nearby shrub or tree. Hummingbirds take frequent breaks from their energy-intensive hovering flight; one study found that they spend over 60 percent of their time perched. One potential problem with perches: larger birds, such as orioles, may use the perches to get at the sugar water and exclude the hummingbirds. You can get around this problem by temporarily removing the perches or adding feeders without perches.

Where to Put the Feeder

The best place to put feeders initially is near flowers that are attractive to hummingbirds. Or, even better, where hummingbirds have been seen feeding. It is preferable to have already created a habitat where hummingbirds are likely to visit. For how to do this, see the chapter “2Hummingbird Gardening,” pages 24–27.
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Some hummingbird feeders made by (from left to right): 1. Aspects, Inc., 2. North States Industries, Inc., 3. Heath Manufacturing Co., 4. Opus, 5. Droll Yankees, Inc., 6. Presto Galaxy, Inc. For addresses of manufacturers see Resources, pages 88–89.

Try to place the feeders where they will be protected from the wind and where there is some shade. Wind jostles the feeder and may make the sugar solution spill, and hot sun shining all day on the feeder can cause the sugar solution to spoil more quickly. Feeders may be suspended from a wire or string and hung from a limb, garden stake, or other support. Several companies make special metal supports intended just for hanging hummingbird feeders in your garden. Other feeders are made to be window mounted with suction cups for close-up views of the hummingbirds.

How Many Feeders?

Once you have attracted hummingbirds, the feeder will become a source of constant entertainment as the hummingbirds zoom in and out and chase one another, jockeying for position to feed. Hummingbirds can be very aggressive around sources of food and will try to keep other hummers away. A pecking order may form among the hummers at the feeder with some birds or species being dominant over others.

To reduce the competition and allow more hummers to feed, try putting up a second, third, or even more feeders.

On our property when one female ruby-throat started to monopolize the feeder, we placed a second feeder on the other side of our house, out of her view. Soon, a second hummingbird started using this feeder, always approaching it from the woods adjacent to our house, possibly to keep from being seen and chased by the female.

Homemade Feeders

While the majority of people use commercial feeders, some people begin feeding hummingbirds by making their own feeders. They use small pill vials, test tubes, or small jars, and paint them red so that they resemble a red flower. Then they attach the vials to garden stakes, or hang them from other supports. Water bottles sold in pet stores for guinea pigs or caged birds are also used by people as hummingbird feeders, usually with decorations like red ribbons added to attract the hummers.
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Black-chinned hummingbird at a feeder made by Perky-Pet Products, Inc.
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Some hummingbird feeders made by (from left to right): 1. Briggs Associates Inc., 2. Perky-Pet Products, Inc., 3. Rubbermaid, Inc., 4. Hyde Bird Feeder Co., 5. Penn Pak, Inc. For addresses of manufacturers see Resources, pages 88–89.


SUGAR SOLUTIONS

After getting a hummingbird feeder, the next step is to fill it! You have two choices at this point: you can either buy one of the commercial mixtures or you can make your own solution.

Homemade Mixtures

Here is a recipe for making your own mixture.

Recipe for Homemade Mixture:

1 part sugar (not honey)

4 parts water

Boil for 1 to 2 minutes. Cool.

Store extra in refrigerator.

Why is this mixture attractive to hummingbirds? Table sugar is essentially a kind of sugar called sucrose. Although flower nectar contains 3 types of sugar — sucrose, glucose, and fructose — it is mostly sucrose. Taste-test experiments with Anna's, black-chinned, and rufous hummingbirds revealed that sucrose was preferred over the other types of sugars.

A Sweet Tooth

The concentration of the sugar is also important. We recommend a 1 to 4 ratio of sugar to water because it approximates the ratio of sugar to water found in the nectar of many hummingbird flowers. A recent study of 21 native California wildflowers visited by hummingbirds showed that their nectar had an average sugar concentration of 21 percent. This is sweet enough to attract the hummers without being too sweet. If you increase the concentration of sugar, it may be harder for the birds to digest; if you decrease the concentration, they may lose interest.

Boiling the solution helps retard fermentation. Sugar-and-water solutions are subject to rapid spoiling, especially in hot weather. Do not leave sugar and water in a hummingbird feeder longer than 48 hours when the temperature is over 60 degrees.

Never Offer Honey

Do not use honey or artificial sweeteners in place of sugar when making a feeding solution. Honey ferments easily and can cause a fungus that affects hummingbirds’ tongues and can be fatal to the birds. Artificial sweeteners should also be avoided for they have no food value; they do not give the birds the calories that they need.

Is Sugar Enough?

Some people worry that a sugar-and-water solution is not nutritious enough to meet hummingbirds’ needs. It certainly gives them power for their incredible aerobatics, but they do need more than just sugar. Years ago, people who tried to raise hummingbirds in captivity found that the birds could not be sustained on a diet of sugar water alone. Scientists today feed hummingbirds in captivity vitamins, minerals, fruit flies, and other nutrients, as well as sugar-and-water solutions.

Wild hummingbirds likewise get their nutrition by eating many other things besides the sugar water from feeders and the nectar from flowers. Just watch them sometime! All hummingbirds eat a substantial number of small insects and spiders, gleaning them from twigs and leaves like warblers or catching them in the air like flycatchers. They also eat the tiny insects inside the flowers from which they sip nectar. Look for this feeding behavior when the birds leave your feeders.

Red Food Dye

Because the color red is so attractive to hummingbirds, many people have added red food dye to their sugar-water solutions. Also, it is said that the red color makes it easier to monitor fluid level in the feeders. Nonetheless, the use of red food dye to color sugar-water solutions has been a matter of ongoing controversy.

In 1975 the federal Food and Drug Administration took red food dye #2 off the market because there was a question about its safety for human consumption. Consequently many people are now choosing not to use any red food dye in their feeders. There is red on the hummingbird feeders anyway, and this should make them sufficiently attractive to the birds.

We spoke with a representative of the federal Food and Drug Administration who said that all the red dyes on the market now have been extensively studied and approved as safe for human and animal consumption, although no specific tests have been done with birds. This is an area that needs more study.

Commercial Mixtures

There are now commercial instant nectar mixtures available for use in hummingbird feeders. Some of these are powders to which you just add water. Others are already mixed as a liquid — containing pure water, nutrients, vitamins, and minerals — to which you just add the sugar.
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Two black-chinned hummingbirds perched at flowers.


FEEDER MAINTENANCE

Cleaning Feeders

Successful feeding of hummingbirds requires a commitment to maintaining clean feeders with fresh solutions. Unlike bird seed, which, contained in shells, can last many weeks or longer if the birds don't eat it right away, hummingbird sugar solution is a liquid and is highly susceptible to mold, harmful bacteria, or fermentation. If you let this happen, you could be risking the health and possibly the lives of the hummingbirds that use your feeder. We can't emphasize enough how important it is to take feeder maintenance seriously.

Clean Feeders Every 2 to 3 Days

Wash feeders out in very hot water every 2 to 3 days. You may add some vinegar to the hot water to remove mold, or, for really tough cleaning jobs, use a tiny amount of Clorox, making sure to rinse the feeder out thoroughly when you are through. If necessary, scrub hard-to-reach spots with bottle brushes and pipe cleaners.

If the weather is particularly cool, it might be acceptable to wait slightly longer than 3 days to clean feeders. In hot weather (over 60 degrees F.), during which pathogens in the feeding solution can multiply rapidly, the feeders should be cleaned every 2 days. After you have cleaned feeders, refill them with fresh sugar solution.

When to Put Up Feeders

Most species of hummingbirds are migrant, only coming to North America in the warmer seasons. Feeders should be up in time for their arrival. The timing will vary depending on where you live. In the South arrival may be as early as January or February; in the North it may be as late as April or May. Check the range maps and migration information in the Quick Guides in each of the species descriptions to determine the timing in your area.
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Five hummingbirds enjoying a feeder made by Opus.

[image: art]

A Costa's hummingbird, male, visiting a flower.

When to Take Down Feeders

One of the biggest misconceptions about hummingbirds held by the general public is the belief that if you do not take hummingbird feeders down at a certain time in the fall, you will prevent the hummingbirds from migrating. This is not true.

In many areas, hummingbirds begin migrating even when there are still flowers in bloom and insects available. In fact, males generally migrate several weeks ahead of females and immatures. Species that live in the same area often migrate at different times, regardless of the fact that food obviously remains for any birds that stay behind.

The birds more likely time their migrations according to changing day length or photoperiod. Thus, they are responding not to the availability of food but to an ancient innate urge that tells them when to go. Migrating hummingbirds may actually be helped by the feeders that are left up; as they begin their southward journey, the feeders give them the extra energy needed for their long flight. This is especially true in years of drought when there may not be as many flowers in bloom.
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