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FAMILIAR FRIENDS


Bird-watchers know there is a list of species that regularly and dependably come to dine at backyard bird feeders. These are the “feeder birds,” the group bird-watchers are most familiar with, and the group that probably got them interested in birds in the first place. Feeder birds are a diverse lot, but they have a few things in common—most importantly, they are adapted to eat seeds or suet and are unafraid to frequent places where people live.


Like most animals, most birds eat only certain items and live in specific environments. Warblers, for instance, feed on caterpillars, beetles, moths, and tiny insects—and many warblers eat this diet only in the tops of tall trees. The American woodcock feeds mainly on earthworms, using a long, sensitive bill to find them in loose soil. It is highly unlikely you will ever see a woodcock (or even a warbler, for that matter) snatch a sunflower seed from a feeder no matter how hungry it might be.


But you will see chickadees take seeds, and doves, and cardinals, and nuthatches, and finches. In fact, you might very well see every feeder bird covered in this book at your feeder at least once—if you keep the feeder full, and if you are watching. Being able to identify these familiar birds at a glance, and learning their habits, quirks, and behaviors, will add to your enjoyment of these species—and other species—immensely.


HOUSE SPARROW


Passer domesticus
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A distinctive black chin helps you identify the male house sparrow, likely the most common North American feeder bird.





The house sparrow will probably be the first visitor to your newly installed feeder and the most frequent visitor over the years. These noisy brown birds have adapted to almost every environment you can think of—they can be found in courtyards, parking lots, playgrounds, shopping plazas, flower gardens, and city streets—and in backyards big and small. The only place they aren’t found is in the deep forest or desert.


The birds build their nests in the nooks and crannies of trees, fences, and buildings—they seem especially partial to walls draped with thick ivy. They sometimes raise three different broods in one year, or a total of six or seven youngsters. Besides birdseed, house sparrows eat flower buds, insects, weed seeds, and garbage. At a feeder, they are prone to squabbling.


Male house sparrows have distinctive black chins and gray caps. Females are a nondescript grayish brown with no distinct markings.


House sparrows are more closely related to European sparrows than they are to the other sparrows that visit your feeder, such as chipping sparrows or song sparrows. And unlike those visitors, house sparrows aren’t native to North America. They arrived in the 1850s, after being introduced from England, which is why they were once known as English sparrows. Today, there are few places in the world that aren’t home to house sparrows (even if they’re called something else). In fact, they are the most numerous species of bird on the planet.
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Small flocks of house sparrows will visit the feeder itself or gather on the ground to eat what’s been dropped or spilled.
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