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To Harry,
 the bird I didn’t give up at gunpoint
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FOREWORD


BY MARTHA STEWART





I got my first birds while a student at Barnard College. My husband and I were living in a three-room apartment on West 114th Street that had no view except one of cluttered rooftops and smoke-emitting incinerator chimneys.


We bought two bluish parakeets who sang for us all day, lived in a spacious cage, and taught me so much about the complex and wonderful life of birds. Aetheltwig and Aethelred were friendly, intelligent, and always looking for a way to escape confinement. They were free whenever we were home—they flew around the small apartment, sat on my pen as I wrote my college papers, perched on the moving carriage of my electric typewriter, and ate my cornflakes or raisin bran while sitting on the edge of my breakfast bowl.


They seemed to be busy all day long—eating, bathing, singing, squawking, or playing with things. They were so much fun. One day, they did get the opportunity to be free. A small, expandable screen fell out of one of the slightly open windows, leaving just enough space for them to wiggle their way, unobserved, to the great outdoors. They did not return, and I was heartbroken.


My next bird was given to me by my husband as a replacement for his company (we were divorcing). José Arcadio Buendía (named after a character from One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez) was a conure, and if my husband had researched the species, he would have known that conures are long lived, the noisiest of birds, extremely demanding of attention, and destructive—and this one was a jewelry thief as well. I had five years with José before a friend fell in love with him and offered to adopt him.


I always wanted a cockatoo or big parrot after José, but I realized the gigantic responsibility such a bird represented, and I have settled for an ever-expanding group of red canaries who enliven my home daily with beautiful song, constant rustling noises, and colorful activity.


And who is my bird mentor, my coach, my teacher, and my guide? Marc Morrone, of course. He is so knowledgeable and so practical in his approach to the care of all birds. I can always count on Marc’s years of experience to help me solve my problems and deal with my challenges in handling my flock on a daily basis. As a result of his intelligent and sensible advice, I could not be happier or more at ease raising and keeping my healthy and growing collection.


Thanks, Marc!


—Martha Stewart, April 2009
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INTRODUCTION


One of my favorite books is George Orwell’s Animal Farm. In this story, a bunch of farm animals get together, kick the humans off the farm, and decide to run it themselves. At first, the animals posted a bill of rights on the wall of the barn, proclaiming that all animals were equal, all humans were bad, and so forth. As time went on, some of the animals cleverly manipulated the others into doing all of the work and began treating them as commodities, just like the human farmers did. At the end, the pigs start wearing clothes, walking upright, and buying and selling the other animals. To the other animals’ astonishment, they find a new slogan on the barn wall, saying that all animals are equal but some are more equal than others. This is pretty much the way many humans view birds; with the exception of a few endangered species such as whooping cranes, all birds are legally defined as commodities. We can use them as we wish as long as it’s done in a humane manner.


These uses vary considerably, from outright cruelty toward chickens and turkeys to extreme adulation for parrots and canaries. Cruelty is justified by claiming that particular birds are not intelligent or worthy of compassion and humane care. In reality, its defenders are trying to rationalize inhumane treatment. But realistically, what’s the difference between a pigeon, a chicken, a parakeet, and a canary? Why do we justify eating some birds, and would never consider keeping them as pets, while other birds are coddled and spoiled as clever companions?
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I find all birds equally fascinating and feel that they all deserve the same level of care. If chickens, pheasants, turkeys, ducks, geese, and quail are important food sources, then that’s the way of the world. But the fact that we eat them doesn’t mean they don’t deserve a happy life and a humane death. Laws should ensure humane care of birds used for food. If we must pay an extra dollar a pound for chicken cutlets in order to give these birds a decent quality of life, then that is the price we should pay to consume another sentient being. And birds are no less sentient than dogs or cats. In some ways, they are even more intelligent. They all can make great pets, and I have developed great relationships with birds ranging from ostriches to hummingbirds.


This book is one of few that present all species of birds as potential pets and animals equally receptive to a relationship with humans. Some may think that parrots are the best pet birds, but they aren’t ideal for everyone. You can interact well with a finch, canary, pigeon, or duck. Parrots have simply had better publicity because of their ability to mimic human words. (I’m sure that the first parrot that ever did that would have regretted it if he’d known how that little “trick” would be exploited in centuries to come—besides, parrots have far more to offer than conversation.)


All birds are fascinating. A bird’s beak, feathers, upright stance, eyes, and song—it’s simply amazing that a creature so physically different from us exists on this planet, and in studying bird anatomy, it is easy to see evidence of the bird’s prehistoric ancestors. When bird owners complain to me that their bird doesn’t want to be touched, or it makes too much noise, or it chews on furniture, I have to roll my eyes. I really want to ask them why they cannot appreciate this magnificent creature sharing their living space, but what I settle for is simply answering their questions, which is what I am going to do in this book.
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FOOD


Q&A ON NUTRITION, SUPPLEMENTS, AND WEIGHT MANAGEMENT





An Apple a Day


Birds will basically eat anything if they are regularly exposed to it, but they are highly individualistic about the fruits and vegetables they eat. My birds eat absolutely any fruit or vegetable except for strawberries. These are strawberries that I worked hard to grow, from my backyard, and which are eaten ravenously by wild birds. I have no idea why my pet birds do not like them. As a general rule, birds don’t like soft, juicy fruits or vegetables like peaches, plums, and bananas. They prefer crisp textures like apples, pomegranates, string beans, and carrots. But I also have birds that love bananas. Birds can eat any fruits and vegetables except for avocados, which can be poisonous to some birds and could even cause death.


Twice a week, the greengrocer makes a delivery to my store with every type of fruit and vegetable that he has available. We cut these up and feed some to all of the birds every day: canaries, doves, pigeons, and so forth. The only birds that don’t get these treats are my falcons, owls, and eagles. If you aren’t able to do this for your bird, you can get a bag of frozen mixed garden vegetables. Thaw them out and keep them in the refrigerator in a plastic container. Mix them with canned fruit cocktail packed in juice, not syrup. Sprinkle a pinch of vitamin supplement on top to replace the vitamins lost in processing, and give your bird a dish of this mixture every day. Admittedly, this is not as good as giving the bird fresh produce every day, but it’s better than feeding the bird only dry seeds and pellets. It takes no time to prepare this, and it greatly improves your bird’s diet.


If your bird is terrified of trying new fruits and vegetables, rather than giving him grapes or plums, try something hard and crispy. It may also help to serve new things in a more interesting way. Birds love grabbing things. Those skewer toys, which are really just kabob sticks, are perfect for this. Cut up crispy things like apples, sweet potatoes, celery, and carrots, impale them on the stick, and hang the stick in the bird’s cage. He will grab the fruit and vegetable pieces and chew them for amusement.


If you are creative and persistent, your bird will eventually acquire a taste for fruits and vegetables, but he must make this decision. There is no way you can persuade him to experiment with new foods if he doesn’t want to.





What is the best diet for baby chicks?


In nature, baby chicks, pheasants, and quails are omnivorous. They dart around, eating insects, seeds, and greens. Commercially made starter mashes have the right balance of fat, protein, and carbohydrates. As the chick grows, this should be adjusted based on what the chicken will do for a living. A hen that lays eggs needs a different pellet formula because egg-laying birds need extra calcium and protein. Most feed and grain stores stock the appropriate growing mashes and laying pellets for chickens. It is important to use a commercial formula rather than a homemade diet because the latter will not contain the proper balance of nutrients. Your chick may end up with a crooked bill or crooked legs as a result. If bone growth starts off wrong, it cannot be corrected later.


Is it OK to make my own homemade bird food from grains I buy at the health food store? Is this better for my bird?


If organic grains are better for you, of course they would be better for your bird. As long as the diet is properly balanced, there is nothing wrong with this. But if you have lots of birds like I do, it can be very hard to make your own bird food. Homemade pet food, for any pet, is always preferable to commercial pet foods. Again, this also depends on the time and money you have available. Give the bird the largest variety of grains that you can provide, but remember that this only constitutes part of a balanced diet. Fresh fruits and vegetables are equally important. When it comes to pet keeping, balance is the key—for both environment and diet.
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How do dietary changes affect the appearance of a bird’s droppings?


Birds have a very fast metabolism, so whatever goes in comes out right away. That’s why they poop so much. If your bird eats carrots or red peppers, they will show up right away in his droppings. As a general rule, the color of a bird’s stool will vary based on what it has eaten. However, the color of the urates, the white part of the droppings, should always be white. Excess water in the bird’s system will be excreted as clear water. If the bird is healthy, the droppings should be distinctly separate no matter what it ingests. The water should be clear, the urates should be white, and the stool should have some consistency regardless of color. If any one of these is compromised, such as the stool being liquid or the urine being yellow, you know that there is something wrong with the bird and you should visit your vet immediately.


How often should I give my finches fruit or greens? Sometimes they never touch them. They really don’t seem crazy about them.


Canaries are finches, and they go crazy for fruit and greens. Some finches, such as bronze-wing manikins and tricolor nuns, don’t like them as much. However, very often, if one finch starts eating the greens, the rest of the birds will try them. They have a herd mentality. Mainly, it’s a matter of offering greens to them consistently in an attractive way. You can buy 4” × 6” wire shelves that hook onto the side of the birdcage. Finches like to sit on these little platforms. If you place some cut-up fruit and greens on the shelves, the bird will be surrounded when sitting there. Out of curiosity, he will sample the food. Since finches are uncomfortable sitting on the bottom of the cage, the birds are less likely to investigate food placed there. The birds are more relaxed sitting on the cage shelves, and thus are more likely to try something new.


Is tap water safe for my birds?


If you don’t drink your tap water, it’s probably not safe for your birds, either. Some people will counter this, saying that outdoor birds drink from puddles. But those birds choose to drink from those puddles. If something is not quite right with the puddle water, they will fly to another source. You have to make a decision based on the tap water quality in your area.


What are the best dishes to get for my parrots? These birds either tip their dishes over or chew them up.


Parrots are curious animals, and they like to manipulate things. Animals have no concept of the future. Your bird has no idea that tipping over his food dish means he will have no food for later on. He lives in the moment. If he has fun tipping over his dish, he sees no reason not to do it. Further, parrots in the wild spend the entire day looking for food, and much of the food they find are nuts encased in hard shells. It takes them a long time to chew through these shells. As a result, many pet parrots have unfulfilled chewing desires. They need an outlet for their desire to chew just as dogs do.


The solution is to buy dishes with locks. That solves the tipping problem, but the birds still need something to manipulate and chew. That’s why we put toys in the birdcage. Many people think it’s pointless to put toys in the birdcage because the birds chew them up—but that’s what they are for. If you don’t provide things for them to chew, your birds will turn to their perches or, worse, their feathers. And once a bird starts chewing his feathers, it’s very hard to get him to stop.
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What is the best way to add extra protein to my bird’s diet?


What makes you think your bird needs extra protein? The only time a bird needs this is when expending extra energy flying or breeding. Most pet birds do neither. In nature, canaries eat only seeds. However, during their breeding season, they will eat insects because they need extra protein. To compensate for this, most canary breeders give their birds egg food: crumbled hard-boiled eggs mixed with a couple of other ingredients. A hard-boiled egg is one of the best sources of protein; however, some psittacines also enjoy an occasional bit of cooked meat, such as a small piece of baked chicken or turkey. They love this more than anything. My African Grey, Darwin, and my hyacinth macaw, Remus, will do anything for a piece of meat. When clutching a bit of chicken or turkey in his foot, chomping away at it, Remus looks more like a bird of prey than a parrot. But I don’t give them meat on a daily basis because, in nature, when would a parrot be eating a chicken? When feeding birds, their diet should closely resemble what their wild relatives would normally consume. Check with your avian veterinarian before feeding any chicken or turkey.


What is the deal with grit? I always thought that all birds need this, but I also heard that eating grit can kill my bird.


Like anything else in life, too much of a good thing is bad. Traditionally, birds that need grit are species that swallow whole grains, such as pigeons, doves, chickens, and pheasants. If a bird swallows a pea, sunflower seed, or corn kernel, it needs to be masticated in some way since birds don’t have teeth. It first goes to the crop, where it is softened by digestive juices, and then to the gizzard, which contains the grit and gravel the bird has eaten. This is where the seeds are ground up. In nature, birds eat just enough grit and gravel to aid digestion. Birds in captivity may eat excessive amounts of grit and gravel if it is always available and they have nothing else to do. As a result, their gizzards become impacted with grit, which can cause serious problems.


Parrots, parakeets, canaries, and finches remove the shells from their seeds and chew them in their bills before swallowing. These birds really don’t need grit, but they do like a little every now and then. But if they have it available all the time, they will definitely eat more than they need, especially since they really don’t need it at all. Either ration the grit carefully, or don’t bother giving it. I only give it to my birds that swallow seeds whole.


Does my bird need vitamin supplements?


In a perfect world, birds would not need supplements. But birds that are kept indoors and not exposed to natural light are always compromised in one way or another. I’ve always added vitamin supplements to my birds’ diets. There are so many available, in powdered and liquid forms. The only birds that don’t need them are birds kept outdoors with daily exposure to natural light. (But I still add calcium supplements to their food.) It seems that every bird needs something. There is a bird of prey kept by falconers called the Harris’s hawk (pictured). Its natural habitat is the deserts of Texas and Arizona. When they are kept by falconers in colder regions such as the Northeast, their bones become brittle unless they get a daily calcium supplement. This happens even though these birds are kept outdoors and fed the same natural diet of rodents and birds that they would normally consume in Texas and Arizona. The difference is that they are exposed to much more natural sunlight in the Southwest. In a natural situation, they would never live this far north, where the natural sunlight is insufficient for them to synthesize calcium from their diet to maintain bone strength.
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What table foods can I share with my bird? I’ve seen people feeding birds pizza, chocolate cake, and hot dogs. Is this OK?


A diet of hot dogs and pizza is not healthy for anybody, but an occasional piece of pizza is fine. The same applies to birds. Like us, they are social animals and like to eat in groups. If your bird sees you eating something and wants a taste, there is nothing wrong with it as long as this is an occasional treat, rather than a mainstay of the bird’s diet. Common sense rules.


As a general rule, I would avoid giving birds caffeine products (including chocolate, which can be toxic) and alcohol. No drunken birds needed—they are crazy enough as it is. And they are wired enough without caffeine.
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How can I tell if my bird is getting too fat? He seems to eat all day long.


Most birds that are kept as pets are too fat because they do eat all day and rarely get enough exercise. However, a bird that eats mostly high-fat foods such as sunflower seeds will be a lot fatter than a bird that also eats pellets, fruits, and vegetables. Monitor your bird’s diet and make sure he is eating a healthy variety. In nature, birds normally do eat all day long, but they don’t necessarily eat the same thing. Make sure that your bird doesn’t consume a diet of exclusively high-fat foods and give him as much exercise as possible. If your bird’s wing feathers are trimmed and he can’t fly, he can still do bird aerobics: hold him on your hand and move it up and down so that he flaps his wings hard.


It also helps to have a bird scale. This is a gram scale with a little perch, and birds quickly learn to step on the perch. Weigh him weekly to check if he is gaining or losing weight. If the number goes up or down dramatically, you know it’s time to check in with your avian vet. By keeping an accurate log book, you can be proactive in determining if he has a budding weight problem. Birds that are working in bird shows must be at their ideal weight to fly properly and are weighed daily. This is known as the bird’s flying weight, and you must know precisely how much food to give the bird each day to keep it at optimum flying weight. Birds kept at cooler temperatures need more food to maintain their flying weight compared with birds kept at warmer temperatures.


How do I convert my bird to a pelleted diet?


This causes a lot of stress for people because they don’t understand how a bird’s mind works. Except for a few species like snail kites (pictured opposite page), which only eat one type of snail, most pet birds are opportunistic feeders. They will experiment with just about anything. When I was in South America, I remember watching the conures and Amazons walking about the streets like pigeons, scavenging any scraps they could find from sidewalk cracks. This is a perfect example of hunger being the best sauce. These birds were starving and would have eaten any organic material they found. I’m not recommending starving your bird, but the key may be to not give him quite so many choices.

OEBPS/Images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
MARC MORRONE





OEBPS/Images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/f0002-01.jpg





