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Dedication

To my dad, who shared his time with me on birding walks and listened to a son’s dreams.
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Introduction

Welcome to the wonderful world of birding! You have just joined the fifty-seven million households in the US that also attract, watch, and feed birds. Bird-watching is a hobby that allows you to enjoy the outdoors during all seasons no matter where you live. Hearing familiar bird songs throughout the day will be like listening to friends’ voices. After a year, you will welcome old friends back to the feeder and will be amazed at how many different species of birds visit your yard.

The Backyard Bird Sanctuary helps you learn to identify the fifty most common species of birds that visit feeders or nest in backyards throughout the US. The quality of the food, water features, and nesting opportunities that you provide will determine what birds visit your backyard. It does not matter whether you live in the country with acres of land or in an urban metropolis with a small backyard; you can attract birds. This guide will be a valuable source of information wherever you call home: the East Coast, the West Coast, or somewhere in between. The majority of the birds included in this book are found across the US, while some are found in more particular locales.

In Part 1, you’ll learn the basics of attracting birds to your backyard: what to feed them, what kinds of feeders to choose from, and what sources of water birds like for drinking and for birdbaths, as well as advice on keeping your birding environment clean and healthy for our feathered friends. You’ll also find information on shelter, including protective shelter and nesting information. Included in this part is a list of terms used in this book.

In Part 2, you’ll find profiles of the fifty most common backyard birds from across the country. Each entry gives a description of the identifying field marks, as well as illustrations of the males and females (when males and females are identical in appearance, only one illustration is given). You’ll also find information on the range where the bird can be found, followed by migration information that tells you when you can see the bird in a certain locale. Next, the entry lists preferred types of food eaten by that species and the particular feeder type you will need—important, since you want to attract a wide range of birds to your feeder. Many of the birds described in the book may nest in your yard, using either a nest they’ve constructed or a nest box you have provided. The entry gives a description of the natural nest and each species’ egg in case you would like to know who the owner is. You will also get the details needed to make and place a nest box for particular species. Specific tips on attracting a species along with any other important information close each entry.

Now that you have this information, you’re ready to plan which birds you want to visit your feeding stations, and you’ve got the information to readily identify them.

It’s time to start bird-watching!
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PART 1 How to Attract Birds to Your Yard


Attracting birds to your yard will take a little effort and some patience, but over a weekend you can set up very basic feeding and watering components. This does not need to be an expensive venture; you can choose to repurpose items or purchase specialized feeders and baths depending on your budget. If you like, you can also attract birds by providing shelter in the form of birdhouses during the nesting months. By using the information in The Backyard Bird Sanctuary, you’ll have the confidence to reimagine your own backyard as a haven for birds. Whatever degree of interest you have in your local feathered friends, you are sure to start a lifelong hobby in bird-watching.





Types of Food

The type of food you provide will determine which birds come to your backyard. There are ten main types of food you can purchase to place in feeders in your yard. Some of these are specific to one type of bird. Nectar, for example, is only for hummingbirds. Other types of food are eaten by a variety of birds. The types of seed you use is based on what birds you want to attract to your yard and the budget you have for feeding them. A list of each species’ preferred food is provided in its entry so you can quickly determine what types of food you should have on hand for whichever type of bird you want to attract.

Sunflower
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While not the most common seed in regular wild birdseed mix, sunflower seeds are one of the best because they will attract many birds. The best variety to go with is black oil sunflower seed since it has a thinner hull and supplies more calories per seed for birds. When buying sunflower seed, you have a choice between regular and hulled seed. If you don’t want to have a lot of seed waste under your feeders, you can upgrade to the hulled variety. Birds do not eat the whole seed; they remove the kernel from the hull (or outside coating), which then falls to the ground.

Safflower
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Safflower is similar to, but smaller than, sunflower seed and has a hull that is harder to remove. This characteristic may discourage some of the more aggressive birds, such as blackbirds and starlings, from eating it. This allows cardinals and finches to gather at the feeder and have a food they enjoy.

Cracked Corn
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Another common and inexpensive food is cracked corn. This will attract many of the ground feeders in your area, such as doves, sparrows, juncos, and so on. No feeders are needed; you simply scatter the corn on the ground where you would like to attract the birds. For some smaller birds, this may be near shrubbery or a brush pile.

Nyjer Seed
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Another common food is thistle, or Nyjer seed. This seed is the favorite food of the finches. The seed is very small and requires a specialized tube feeder. The feeder has a much smaller opening for the seed to be extracted from the tube. Nyjer seed is a little more expensive, but it will last longer because only the finches will be able to access and eat it.

Suet
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Suet is a high-energy food source and is excellent to use during the winter months (if you have cold winters). Suet comes in many forms, including raw beef suet that you can purchase at the meat market or in cakes, which have different types of seed mixed in it. This is a favorite of woodpeckers, chickadees, and nuthatches, among others. Suet is more of a winter season food source since it gets soft or rancid in higher temperatures, unless you live at relatively high altitudes, where it is cooler. Another option is to purchase varieties of suet cakes that will not melt in higher temperatures.

Nectar or Sugar Water

A beloved visitor to backyards is the hummingbird, and their source of food is nectar. Nature provides nectar through flowers, but you can make your own nectar for hummingbirds. The typical recipe is ¼ cup granulated sugar dissolved in hot water to make 1 cup of solution. Let it cool to ambient temperature before placing the liquid in feeders. Do not add red food coloring to the liquid because of the presence of Red Dye #40, which will be ingested at rates well above comparable human safety levels. No conclusive studies have been done on this, but it would be better to err on the side of caution and refrain from using the coloring. Nectar can also be purchased premade.

Peanuts
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Peanuts are another great source of energy for birds because they are high in fat. You can feed your backyard birds this food in two forms. Peanut hearts are peanuts that have been broken up. Shelled peanuts are also an option, but only the larger birds, such as Blue Jays or woodpeckers, can extract the peanut from the shell. For a cleaner yard, use shelled peanuts or put whole peanuts in mesh feeders to catch the empty shells and limit the waste that will fall to the ground.

Fruit

Fruit can be a great source of food, especially for orioles. The typical fruits to put out are oranges, apples, and melon. Some dried fruits, such as raisins, are found in seed mixes. Be mindful that some fruits (grapes and raisins) can be toxic to dogs, and refrain from using them if you or your neighbors have dogs as pets.


Jelly

Believe it or not, some birds will actually eat jelly. You should place only enough jelly in the feeder that will be consumed each day. While it might be easy to grab a jar from your pantry, be sure to use jellies made for birds, since they will have less sugar and no additives or preservatives. Some evidence suggests that birds will alter the feeding of their young and themselves because of the presence of high-fructose corn syrup in their diet. Also, feeding jelly during nesting times may cause the young to not acquire the proper nutrition from insect and seed sources.

Mealworms
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Mealworms are the larvae of the darkling beetle and can be a source of food for those birds in your yard that are typically insect eaters, and will encourage even more bird species to visit. Unlike most of the other sources of food mentioned, mealworms are a great source of protein. They can be purchased roasted or raised as live larvae.

Choosing the Best Foods

While it may be the easiest way to buy birdseed, avoid bags of wild birdseed mix without first checking its contents. Mixed seed contains many types of seed (sunflower, milo, millet, corn, and others), but you will probably notice that many of the birds peck at the seed to remove the seed types they do not want. This seed falls to the ground and is then eaten by ground feeders. After you have fed the birds for a while, check the ground for seed types in quantities that suggest it is not being eaten very much or at all. If this is the case, you may want to consider changing the birdseed mix you are buying. This uneaten seed can become a source of food for pests you would rather not have in your yard. It is better to spend a little more on specific seed types and have the birds eat all of it than to watch your hard-earned money go to waste. If you do want seed mixtures, take some time and check to see what is included and in what percentages. After purchasing and placing the mix in feeders, observe the birds eating and see if they are being picky about what they are eating.

Types of Feeders

When starting to design your backyard sanctuary, it is easy to get lost in all the details of how to attract birds by feeding them. The simple solution is to know what birds you are trying to attract, find out what their preferred foods are, and then acquire the feeder for that type of bird.


Tray
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One of the simplest feeders to start with in your yard is the tray feeder. You can buy one or easily make one with a piece of plywood and lengths of molding for the sides. The open platform makes it easy for every bird to land and feed, allowing for quick discovery of the feeder. While this may be nice at the beginning, you may decide later to focus on specific birds to feed and purchase other types of feeders.

Hopper
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A hopper feeder is a great introductory feeder or upgrade from the tray feeder. This feeder usually has a smaller perching area and will discourage some of the larger birds from dominating the scene. Another advantage is that the seed is distributed over time from the hopper, which is under a simple roof, keeping the seed dry from inclement weather. Depending on the size of the hopper and the number of birds using the feeder, the hopper may hold food for several days.

Tube
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One of the most common feeders today is the tube feeder. Each opening in the tube has a small perch for birds to sit on. The typical seed to go in a tube feeder is sunflower, but it also holds mixed seed varieties just fine. Tube feeders can be purchased in different sizes, varying from perching for two birds up to six or more. Perching trays can be attached to some models. As with a tray feeder, having a large area for birds to perch on can sometimes attract the more gregarious species, like starlings and blackbirds. If you have larger, unwanted species feeding from your tube feeders, there are mesh cages that can be added to the feeder to allow only smaller birds to gain access to the seed.

Nyjer
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A specialized tube feeder is needed for Nyjer, or thistle, seed. It has very small openings for finches to extract the seed from the feeder. Larger birds will not be able to access the thistle seed because of the size of their bills.


Suet
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If you are providing suet to your feathered friends, you need to purchase a suet feeder. A suet feeder is usually a wire-framed feeder with large mesh openings. Place either raw suet pieces or suet cakes inside for woodpeckers, nuthatches, chickadees, and other species to feed on.

Nectar
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A goal for many backyard bird-watchers is to attract hummingbirds. There are two typical styles of hummingbird feeders: the flat covered saucer or the inverted glass jar, sometimes with fake red flowers. Both work equally well, so it is a matter of owner preference and daily consumption. If you are in an area with numerous hummingbirds, you can opt for either a larger-capacity feeder or several smaller feeders. Place nectar inside, but a word of caution: You will need to replace the contents with fresh nectar every few days to avoid bacterial and mold growth in the nectar solution, which can be dangerous to the hummingbirds.

Fruit and Jelly
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The fruit feeder is a simple feeder; it usually has one or two bowls about the size of a typical orange. You can spoon jelly or place small pieces of fruit into these bowls. Use very small portions of jelly (spoonfuls at a time) to avoid small birds getting covered in jelly and perishing. You can also place fruit on a peg or nail on a tree trunk.

Wire Mesh
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These feeders are used for multiple food sources, such as peanuts in the shell, mealworms, smaller fruit pieces or dried fruit, and seed cakes. They are available in different-sized mesh, depending on the food source you wish to place inside.


Choosing the Best Feeders

There are many different types of bird feeders, and to the beginning backyard birder they all look great. However, as you begin your search for feeders to add to your backyard, you should look for certain features. Focus your attention on function versus appearance. Some people like to have feeders that look very ornate. You want to make sure the feeder does not allow the seed to get wet and that pests can’t take the seed out of the feeder. If squirrels are present in your location, the feeder you select should have metal reinforcements around the seed openings to prevent squirrels from chewing apart the plastic on tube feeders. Many feeders have squirrel-resisting features, which will be discussed in the Pest-Proofing Your Feeders section later in this part. Some feeders have bottoms that detach, making cleaning much easier. Some feeders are designed to be all-in-one, allowing mixed seed, suet, and Nyjer seed to be eaten from the same feeder. Different types of birds come to these feeders but have different behaviors. Some birds are not tolerant of a very busy feeder and may avoid your feeder for another. For example, woodpeckers will eat suet but do not like to be crowded out by the House Sparrows and starlings that come in for the mixed seed. Usually such feeders fall short of the expectations we have for them. It is better to get the style designed for the specific food you plan to provide or the bird you wish to attract.

Feeder Placement

There are many considerations to factor in when placing bird feeders in your yard. Birds can be wary of feeders placed totally in the open. A good rule to follow is to place the feeder at least 10' from any building, fence, or large plant, like trees or shrubs. This will protect the birds by allowing them to see a predator approaching. In addition, this distance will deter squirrels from gaining access to the feeder. If your yard doesn’t allow for a 10' radius, you will definitely want to invest in caged-in feeders and posts with squirrel baffles to limit the seed loss due to squirrels. Be aware that any feeders placed on or near the ground are approachable by any animal that will eat the seed or food placed there. Placing seed feeders near trees, shrubs, brush piles, and such will provide a perching location for birds to approach when they are comfortable with the surrounding conditions.

Feeders can be placed on the ground, on poles, on fence posts, or hung from a tree branch. The location depends on what options you have with your yard. Since hummingbirds are attracted to nectar, placing a hummingbird feeder near flowers that they naturally visit will make it easy for them to notice a new feeder. If you have a window that is accessible, a window feeder can be a lot of fun. These are usually clear acrylic platforms that allow you to see the birds up close. This can be an exciting option for children; a feeder like this can be a first close encounter with animals, piquing their interest in nature and stewardship.

Protection from Predators

According to the American Bird Conservancy, about 2.5 billion birds are killed each year by household cats. To prevent the birds in your yard from becoming victims of felines, there are several things you can do to protect the birds. Placing feeders more than 10' away from shrubs will allow birds to see a cat approaching. Placing bells on cats’ collars provides a little warning for birds to flee the area.

Many people would rather not have hawks in their backyards, but raptors are part of the food chain and may take small birds from your yard. There is no ultimate solution to this problem, but as in the case of cats, there are ways to give your feeding birds a chance to visit your feeders again. Raptors will usually scope out an area before attacking, so you should remove any obvious vantage points, such as dead limbs on trees. A brush pile can provide a bit of shelter to hide in when a hawk does visit. Birds need to be wary of other predators, but most of these issues come up when birds are nesting, and will be discussed in the Shelter and Nesting section.

Pest-Proofing Your Feeders

Hanging feeders from trees or on wooden posts provides a way for squirrels to get to a feeder. Your best option to avoid this is to place your feeders on metal poles with a squirrel baffle—a cone- or cylinder-shaped barrier—installed on those poles. This blocks squirrels or raccoons from reaching the feeder. You will want to make sure the baffle is placed at least 4' above the ground, since squirrels are known to make 4' vertical jumps and bypass the baffle. Another quick fix to squirrel pillaging is to place feeders at least 10' away from any tree, building, or structure they might use to jump onto the feeder. Feeders with cages around them can also prevent squirrels and raccoons from getting to the seed. If your feeder doesn’t have a cage, make sure the feeder openings are reinforced with metal inserts. Without them, squirrels will chew on the plastic tubing, and all the seed will fall out through the hole.

Some feeders have mechanisms that close the portion where seed is released when a heavier animal is at the feeder. So, for example, a lightweight bird on the feeder can eat the seed, but a squirrel’s weight will close it and prevent the squirrel from feeding.

Smaller rodents on the ground (mice, rats, etc.) can also present problems for backyard bird-watchers. To keep these critters away, make sure the seed storage area is away from the feeders. Rodents will eventually find spilled seed on the ground, but keeping your supply near feeders may enable them to find the main supply. Place any bird food in sealed containers, check periodically for damage caused by rodents, and replace damaged containers immediately. Avoid using wooden posts for holding feeders, as mice can climb them. Stop using ground platform feeders if rodents do become a problem, since it will be too easy for them to access the food. Finally, periodic cleaning of seed waste around your feeders will decrease the amount of food available to small rodents.

Deer can also become a nuisance around bird feeders. In addition to fencing in your yard, there are a few strategies you can try to keep them from eating your seed. First, clean up periodically underneath feeders so they do not have easy access to food. Second, raise feeders to at least 7' since deer can stand on their rear legs to get to feeders. Then use a hooked pole to get feeders down to refill. For both squirrels and deer, you can buy seed that has been sprayed with hot pepper. Birds do not mind the hot pepper, but the deer and squirrels will avoid it.
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