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Grow a Hummingbird Garden



Dale Evva Gelfand





About Hummingbirds



If asked to name the most ethereal and captivating creature to be found on our planet, most of us would be hard pressed to top the hummingbird. Their minute size (some species weigh only a fraction of an ounce), their beauty (iridescent plumage courtesy of special structures in their feathers), their incredible aerobatic ability (hummingbirds can fly in any direction, including backward), their extraordinary appetites (hummingbirds eat half of their weight in sugar every day), even their aggression (hummingbirds are fierce protectors of their territory and nests) add up to a singularly fascinating family. A little planning of the design of and the plants in your garden is all it takes to make your yard the kind of environment that will readily attract these flying jewels.


A perfect hummingbird habitat is also a relatively simple one: food sources, water for bathing (liquid intake is generally provided by nectar), lookout perches, shade and shelter, and nesting sites and materials. You should be able to provide these requirements in even the smallest of gardens.


Food


Hummingbirds are extremely active creatures with an astonishing metabolic rate that requires high caloric intake of both nectar and insects — which means hundreds of food forays during their waking hours, primarily to flowers. Obviously those flowers that produce lots of nectar and also attract tiny insects are more beneficial, and therefore more appealing, to hummingbirds.


This attraction forms part of one of Nature’s many interdependent relationships: Hummingbirds, while stopping for a meal, act as inadvertent pollinators for the plants they rely upon. Depending on their particular shape, the deep-tubed blossoms that are most suitable to a hummingbird’s long tongue deliver pollen from the anthers — the male organs — onto hummingbirds’ heads or bills or chins, and when the nectar-sipping visitors go on to probe neighboring blossoms of the same variety, that pollen is delivered to the stigmas — the female organs — for fertilization. In fact, hummingbirds are some of the most essential bird pollinators for flora in North America.


Equally as important as the nectar that the flowers provide are the tiny insects living within them. Insects are an indispensable source of protein in the hummingbird diet and, like the hummingbirds that prey upon them, insects are attracted to the nectar. When hummingbirds aren’t catching them on the wing (or, in the case of small spiders, snaring them in their own webs), they find them inside flowers. Happily for gardeners and other outdoors lovers, these insects include many garden pests such as aphids and gnats.


Water


Like all birds, hummingbirds need to bathe, and they are resourceful in employing water sources that match their tiny size — such as beads of water left on leaves after a rain or the fine spray from a waterfall. Hummingbirds prefer moving water, and are fond of flying through the spray of lawn sprinklers. If you want to set up a sprinkler for a hummingbird bath, use a nozzle that gives off a continuous fine spray. In a pinch, hummingbirds will also use birdbaths, provided they’re shallow enough for hummingbirds to stand in. Adding various-size rocks to a birdbath creates different depths for different-size bird species. Hummingbirds prefer not to come to ground for their water, so if you can help them avoid this, they may well use your accommodations.


Perches


Having a place from where they can survey their territory is essential to hummingbirds. (For creatures so tiny to be so protective of their domain may seem peculiar, but considering how important ample food sources are to hummingbirds’ survival, the ability to oversee their territory and quickly defend it from intruders is crucial.) Hummingbirds prefer a perch that directly overlooks the flowers on which they feed. The male partner of one ruby-throated hummingbird couple that takes up residence in my garden every summer prefers the slender bottom branch of an enormous hemlock tree that anchors the shady end of my garden. From there it’s but a short flight to all of the flowers and to the nearer of the two hummingbird feeders, as well. It’s likely that his mate also perches on the hemlock, but I haven’t seen her there, as females generally prefer to remain sheltered within the interior of a tree, shrub, or vine.
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