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This
book is
dedicated to
my children and
grandchild.
Seeing the joys of wilderness
and nature first come alive
for them at the backyard
feeder is one of my most
cherished gifts.
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LEFT: This black-capped chickadee enjoys a snack.


“What is joy?
It is a bird
that we all want to catch.
It is the same bird
that we all love to see flying.”

—SRI CHINMOY

Introduction

Birder or Bird-Watcher?

DID YOU buy this book to become a birder or a bird-watcher? Maybe you don't know yet. Maybe you didn't even know there was a difference. You just know that you feel a little rush of excitement when you see the first robin in the spring, or that you thrill at the sound of the cardinal singing in the nearby patch of woods. It doesn't really matter anyway. The joy of birds in our lives takes many forms.

My first memory of birds was as a very young child. My mother kept a small feeder outside our kitchen window in northern Wisconsin. Mom was from the South and had not taken well to the cold Wisconsin winters. From January through March, she did not go outside unless it was absolutely necessary. But every morning, I watched as she ventured out into the cold brightening dawn, a heavy coat and boots thrown over her nightgown and slippers. She went out to the porch and filled a scoop with a rich blend of seeds and nuts. Then she carried it around the house to the kitchen window. My dad usually kept a little path shoveled for her, but often the night's snows had filled it in. Mom stepped through, regardless of the depth, to an old wooden shelf feeder that my dad had made in his shop.

The feeder had a little roof for keeping snow off the seeds, but my mother always took off her gloves briefly to remove stray snow that had accumulated in edges and corners. By the time she got back into the house, stomping snow off her boots and pulling off gloves, the scattered birds had already made their way back to the feeder and were busily munching on their breakfast. I was stationed at my regular spot, sitting inside the kitchen sink, to watch their morning ritual. My mother would come and look over my shoulder, nodding with satisfaction. “Poor little things,” she would say. “If they have to survive all winter in this weather, the least we can do is get them a good meal.” My mom was not an avid birder—she didn't know why some birds headed to friendlier climes when it turned cold while others did not. She just saw kindred spirits in those little birds—creatures doing their best to get through a long winter.

Mom's primary customers were the black-capped chickadees. They generally came to feed as a small group. One would arrive on the scene—I always imagined him to be the scout—quickly to be followed by others. Soon a full-fledged chickadee party had broken out. I loved their busy, social back-and-forth from pine branch to feeder, hopping away to make room for others, back again for their turn. They were in constant motion, performing a graceful ballet of movement, often hanging upside down or grasping a branch sideways in a perfect display of bird gymnastics. Of course, there were other little birds whose names we didn't know. I watched the birds for hours at a time, noting their habits and their squabbles, which species were a nuisance and which were shy. I came to love those little birds, imagining that I knew each of them personally. I had become a bird-watcher.

In high school, I was introduced to birds in a more scientific way. My freshman biology teacher, Mr. White, was a passionate birder. He kept huge charts of bird species in the classroom and required us to memorize every order, family, tribe, and genus. We learned to tell the difference between the Passeriformes and the Apodiformes. We could identify the wing shape of the Falconiformes and the distinctive posture of the Piciformes. Bird recordings played in the background of every class. Tests included identifying every bird by silhouette and voice. By May of that year, when I noted the arrival of our robins before I actually saw them by their familiar cheerily-cheer-up and could identify the distinctive chippee-chippee-chippee announcing the arrival of the warblers, I knew more about birds than I thought it was reasonable for any fourteen-year-old to be expected to know.

In college, my focus turned to birds in the field. Though I was an English major myself, I often found myself hiking through the woods with my boyfriend, a biology major who was conducting fieldwork on wilderness forests. I thought I had forgotten the lessons that Mr. White had drilled into our heads, but soon found that I was able to place most birds into their proper family by their posture, wing shape, or voice. While Jim was off counting trees or collecting water samples from the rivers, I began making a list of the birds I saw. I started small, just noting in my journal when I caught sight of an unusual hawk or spotted a magnificent great horned owl. But soon I found myself noting all the birds I saw. I stopped over to my mom's house to pick up my old Peterson's Field Guide so I could identify birds more accurately. Pausing to watch the familiar backyard birds at Mom's feeder, I realized that I could add all the birds I had ever seen to my list. Little did I know I was following the time-honored obsession of people who noticed birds—to collect a list of every bird I had ever seen.

I had become a birder.

As my family grew, my life list also grew, expanding to include species from several different states and countries. The truly new bird was becoming rare, and I lost interest in the passionate focus on adding the five-hundredth bird to the list.

Introducing birds to my children brought the passion back for me. Through their eyes and the squeals of delight at the antics of chickadees or the elegant flight of hummingbirds, I regained the joy I'd found in simply being present in the lives of these little creatures. I slowed down again to really stop and enjoy the birds. I found myself bringing my coffee to the window near the closest feeder so I could watch them over my breakfast. I placed feeders where I could sit quietly and study their habits. After a lifetime of birding, my transition was complete.

I was once again a bird-watcher.

Whatever your reason for learning about birds—for companionship on a cold winter day or for the joy of spotting a rare warbler on a lone hike at your local park—take the time to learn the basics about their habits, their lifestyles, their likes and dislikes. Knowing about their lives will increase your enjoyment of these delicate little creatures.

This book is designed to provide you with the three fundamentals you need to become a birder: First, learn to understand the world from a bird's point of view. Knowing their likes and dislikes, reasons for choosing one area over another, and feeding and migratory habits will put you in their “shoes” and give you a new way of looking at the world. Then, when you see a bird behaving a certain way, even if you don't know what it is, you can make an educated guess about what he is doing and why.

Second, learn the basics of identification. If you have a rudimentary understanding of the categories and families that birds belong to, and the characteristics of each, it will make it a lot easier to place them. Being able to say That's some kind of thrush puts you way ahead when it comes to trying to pin down a particular species.

Third, really get to know the species in your own neighborhood. Learn about the habits of the local birds in your area—it will go a long way toward helping you understand the population as a whole. And there is something remarkably satisfying about knowing that the tiny little bird on your ledge would really prefer it if you would give him hulled seeds, or that no matter how badly you want to attract that bluebird to your feeder, his dinner plans are elsewhere. Or that lovely little hummingbird has a silken nest somewhere up in the trees that she is going home to after she leaves your flower bed.

Knowing how to provide a good habitat for your birds, what to feed them, and how to provide for their other needs will bring with it a wealth of satisfaction and enrich your world. There is nothing like taking a few minutes to watch your birds going about their business in your backyard to put the whole world back into perspective.

Enjoy!
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LEFT: Canada geese



A Note

I AM a bird hobbyist. I am not a biologist or a researcher. I just like birds. I enjoy hosting them in my yard, and I like watching them overhead. I get a kick out of knowing one warbler from another, and that come spring, yet another wren will nest in a planter on my porch. I am thrilled when I see nesting geese on our lake, and can't get enough of the nuthatches and woodpeckers at the suet feeder. Like the millions of other bird lovers around the country, I am concerned with providing a healthy environment for birds. The loss of land to development and the other human habits that endanger birds drive me to do what I can in my little corner of the world to provide welcoming habitat.

I offer my thanks to the wonderful people in the Charlottesville birding community. Many people were helpful in answering my questions about certain species and tricks of the trade. I would also like to thank my brother Cary for his generosity in sharing his interest in Florida birding with us, as well as the photo contribution he made to this book.

If there are mistakes in these pages, they are mine and mine alone.
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LEFT: A song sparrow



“My head is full of birds.”

—JEN ROWINSKI, age five

1

Understanding the Bird

WHETHER YOU want to become an expert at bird identification or just get to know your neighbors a little better, your first step should be to learn a few basics about where birds live and the reasons behind their choices. Identifying a bird begins with understanding the ecosystem around you. Why is this bird in this place? Is it here to eat or to build a nest? Or is it just passing through? What is it saying? Answering these questions reveals a world like no other—an alternative universe of high-drama courtships, joyous births, bittersweet departures, and heroic battles for life—all taking place in the treetops and shrubbery of your own backyard.

Where Birds Live

Every species of bird makes very specific choices about where they like to spend their time, what they prefer to eat, and who they prefer to share their territory with. Even the wide varieties of birds in your own backyard are sharing that space because of predetermined conditions present in that habitat. To understand the birds in your own backyard, you need to be in tune with the seasons, and aware of how every change in food availability and cover impacts the distribution of birds in your area.

The Range

One cold winter morning, my ten-year-old son came into the kitchen and said, “Hey, Mom, there's an oak titmouse at our feeder.”

“No, there isn't,” I said.

“Yes, yes,” he replied, pushing the field guide into my hands. “See?” He pointed at the picture of the little gray bird. “Our titmice have brownish bellies. This one doesn't. He's all gray.”

I followed him to the feeder and watched as he pointed out the bird he was observing. It was mostly gray and white, a slight variation of our normal rusty-brown belly. “Good eyes!” I said, “but no, that's just one of our tufteds. Maybe it's a youngster, or maybe it just washes its belly.”

“Mom!”

“Take another look at your guide. What is the oak titmouse's range?”

He looked again. The oak titmouse was off somewhere in sunny Baja California, no doubt enjoying its breakfast in someone else's backyard.

Lesson One: Understand where birds live.

With over 10,000 species in the world and nearly 1,000 here in the United States, you'd think there would be a lot of jostling for elbow room. But birds have an elegant system for sharing all that space. Unlike humans and other mammals, most birds don't call just one place home; instead, they have ranges. The range of a species is where it is regularly found. Species have summer or breeding ranges, winter or nonbreeding ranges, and migration areas where they might be spotted while on the move. Some have year-round ranges. That's why the range maps in your field guide are so important. They help you to determine whether the bird you are looking at could reasonably be expected to be there.

As you become familiar with your own area, you will learn to identify how birds fit into your region. You may find yourself asking a lot of questions. Do those little blue birds live here, or are they just passing through? I had lots of robins; where did they go? We had two weeks of amazing warblers; what happened to them? As you gain knowledge and confidence, you may even be able to spot the rare sighting of one that has actually gone outside of its range.
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ABOVE: A range map shows where a species spends its time.

Range maps describe each range by the habits of the birds in those areas:

Year-round residents: These are your regulars. They set up shop in the general vicinity and can reasonably be expected to be seen in your area for most of the year. That doesn't mean they stay in your backyard, though; they may roam throughout the region as food supplies and nesting requirements change. Chickadees may enjoy the summer in your woodlot, but move closer to the feeder for the winter. Juncos leave the mountain and “come to town” for the winter. Robins may still be around too, but cold conditions have reduced the appeal of your yard, with those yummy earthworms no longer abundant.

Summer residents: Every species has requirements that make a region the ideal place to raise a family. Summer residents generally come to establish their nest, stay as late as October to take advantage of the abundant food, and then head off to more-southern regions for their nonbreeding season.

Winter visitors: You might think that Florida is the place to go for a winter visit, but many birds think even a relatively small change in their environment is enough. Many of our winter visitors have summered in Canada, so the Virginia winter looks pretty inviting to them!

Migrants: These are the birds that we look forward to catching a glimpse of in spring and fall. You might wake up one morning to a tree full of yellow warblers, just passing through to other areas where they will spend their season. Enjoy them while you can! They will feast for a few days and then continue on their trek. Making a note in your calendar of when you see these beauties will help you to be ready and watching for them the following year.

Territories

Within a bird's range is its territory, the area that he has decided to call “his” for the season. Bird territories are usually temporary. Even for birds that return every season, boundaries shift and change as other species move in and out. Males spend a lot of time and energy staking their claim, defending it from intruders, and announcing to others the boundaries of their empire.

Birds often have to adapt to the course of human events: A forest taken down over the winter for a shopping mall may require a bird to look at a local park that has traditionally belonged to someone else. A marsh drained for a subdivision may require a sudden change in plans.

All your own small decisions about your yard or woodlot affect your visitors. We had a big oak in a central location that had died, and we began to grow concerned with its stability and its proximity to our house. Every storm caused a shower of brittle branches. We sadly took it down, understanding the damage we had done to our population of cavity-dwellers. On the other hand, the addition of cherry trees and blackberries bushes to our yard, although not particularly beneficial to our own food stores, became a boon to birds that had overlooked us before.

Layers of Habitat

Have you ever thought about why chickadees and warblers are in the same yard? Or whether those cardinals mind having those jays around? The fact is, while your yard seems like only one environment to you, to the bird there are actually several habitats represented. Every species has specific needs that can be met without interfering in others’ food sources or nesting requirements. Nature has created an elegant system that allows you to host a multitude of different types of birds in your own small backyard.

The reason that so many birds can comfortably make a temporary home in your backyard is because every environment has a series of separate and distinct habitats that perfectly suit individual species.

The canopy: Sometimes called the overstory, the canopy is the highest vegetative layer in the forest. The canopy is filled with leaves from the forest's large, most mature trees. Extending 60 to 100 feet high, this habitat is rich with beetles, caterpillars, and leafhoppers that make their homes on the highest layer of the treetops, providing a rich environment for foraging. Birds like blue jays, owls, hawks, and eagles live and work in the top layer of the forest environment. Some songbirds like the yellow-throated warbler build nests here. The thick leafy canopy provides protection for the open nests of these birds.
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LEFT: Your yard represents four distinct layers of habitat. Different bird species eat and live in treetops, the shady understory, in shrubs, or on the ground.
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BELOW: Eagles and other birds of prey find treetop perches ideally suited for spotting fish and small mammals below.

The understory: The understory of the forest is a shady world of younger trees and shade-tolerant varieties. Only 50 percent of the total sunlight can get through the canopy to the understory. Just below this top layer of sun-gathering leaves, this habitat hosts a completely different environment for bird species. The understory features the trunks of the mature trees that leaf out the canopy, as well as the smaller, less-mature trees of the same species.
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BELOW: The petite ruby-crowned kinglet gleans small insects from leaves and small branches.

The rough bark of these trees has split apart and developed cracks. These trunks are home to a staggering variety of worms, beetles, ants, and other insects. That's what makes it the ideal habitat for woodpeckers and flickers.

Smaller cavity-dwelling birds such as nuthatches like this environment too. But instead of hammering away at the trunk itself, you can often see them scooting down the trunk headfirst, gathering the insect eggs, beetles, spiders, and small caterpillars that the wood-boring birds missed. Chickadees find a multitude of hiding places for seeds and insects in the crevices of the mature bark.

Varieties of shade-loving trees also make their home here. In my backyard in Virginia, this layer features varieties such as shadbush, sourwood, dogwood, and redbud, which attract a range of seed-loving birds.
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RIGHT: A white-breasted nuthatch working down the crevices of a tree trunk in search of insect eggs and seeds.

The shrub layer: The shrub layer is categorized by leafy plants that extend no more than 6 or 7 feet high. Azaleas, rhododendron, and mountain laurels are common varieties in this layer. This habitat is the ideal feeding ground for many small flying insects. Gnats and blackflies are plentiful here in the spring and provide a tasty, high-protein diet for a variety of birds that are preparing for nesting. The rose-breasted grosbeak lives in the shrub layer, preferring to build its nest in shrubs 5 or more feet off the ground. Robins, chickadees, warblers, quail, sparrows, finches, and cardinals also find wild and cultivated fruits, berries, earthworms, and insects such as beetle grubs, caterpillars, and grasshoppers in this layer.
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BELOW: Shade-loving trees like dogwoods and redbud help form the understory layer.
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LEFT: The northern flicker is as comfortable with dead wood as its woodpecker cousins, but actually forages more often for food on the ground. You can often find it hammering on the forest floor in search of ants and beetles.
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RIGHT: This female northern cardinal is at home in the safety of this tangle of berry bushes.
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BELOW LEFT: Dark-eyed juncos are ground foragers, but watch for them perching on low branches or shrubs.
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BELOW RIGHT: Tall grasses and leafy undergrowth provide a natural hiding place for this white-throated sparrow.

The ground layer: This layer features plant varieties that bloom mostly in the spring, along with lichens and mosses. Dead logs also host bark beetles, larvae, carpenter ants, and earthworms, as well as an array of spiders, centipedes, and slugs. Ground-foraging birds find an abundance of food in this layer.

Other Habitats

Meadows and grasslands

Some birds, such as the red-winged blackbird and the eastern mead-owlark, along with bobwhites and field sparrows, enjoy the open-air market of the meadow. Grasshoppers, insects, and seeds make up their diet. This is also a great place for predators, however, so ground nesters like the bobwhite have to be constantly vigilant. They take the precaution of sleeping in groups and camouflaging their nests with grasses and other nearby vegetation. A great hunting ground for small birds and rodents, owl and hawk sightings are also common here.
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ABOVE: A flock of red-winged blackbirds congregate in an open pasture.


Marshes, Wetlands, and Waterways

Some birds live and work only where there is an abundance of water. Marshes and wetlands are important habitats for these species, and a great place to bird-watch. Marshes generally support large populations of birds that are uniquely suited to waterside living. Because water height varies from year to year, some nesting birds create clever floating nests that allow them to adapt to changes. You can expect to see herons and egrets, which have ample sources of food in the marsh environment. Look for their nests high above the water. Saltwater environments are homes to yet another set.
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ABOVE: A northern bobwhite quail blends easily into a background of leaves and dry grasses.

What Birds Eat

Birds live and work where the food is, and they have to work hard to find all the food they need. Their high metabolisms demand fuel, and lots of it. Birds eat anywhere between 5 and 300 percent of their body weight every day. Tiny birds like chickadees and wrens consume at least half their body weight in tiny insects every day. Hummingbirds will eat up to three times their body weight in nectar every day.
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ABOVE: One of the most common of water birds, the great blue heron makes its home wherever the fishing is good!
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ABOVE: Eastern towhees are perfectly at home in thick undergrowth, surrounded by berries and small insects.

Multiple species can live in habitats together because different aspects of the habitat provide for different needs. Likewise, different seasons provide different food sources, and birds have adapted to take advantage of those sources. Your yard is appealing specifically because of what is going on there in any given season.

Spring

Most species are on the move in the spring when insect populations are beginning to explode. The abundance of available animal protein makes it possible for mating birds to prepare for nesting season. Many birds are specialists, relying primarily on a particular category of insect. Others are more opportunistic, and will accept a varied diet. Some of the favorite food options include:
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RIGHT: Dragonflies are great insect predators in their own right, but are also a juicy prey for birds.

Caterpillars: Many birds rely on at least some insect protein, and spring provides it in spades with caterpillars. Nuthatches, warblers, cuckoos, mockingbirds, and blue jays are among the species that help us by munching on tent caterpillars, but cardinals, grosbeaks, tanagers, and many others also love a meal of caterpillars.

Mosquitoes and other flying insects: Some birds specialize in catching insects on the fly. Martins have long had a reputation for keeping mosquito populations under control, but several other varieties of birds also do their part. Swallows, flycatchers, phoebes, warblers, and waxwings are among the many birds that like mosquitoes.

Beetles, grubs, and spiders: Ground foragers specialize in these bugs. Blackbirds, bluebirds, thrushes, wrens, starlings, and towhees are among those that prefer this category.

Earthworms: Many ground foragers hunt earthworms, with the American robin and other thrushes among the best-known customers.

Water insects and larvae: Certain birds specialize in waterborne insects. Some birds hunt the air over the water for these hatches, while others will go into the water for their food. Kingfishers, crows, robins, flycatchers, ducks, and shorebirds are among the many birds taking advantage of bodies of water for their food source.

Bark insects: Woodpeckers, chickadees, nuthatches, wrens, and sapsuckers spend much of their time examining and picking at the crevices of tree trunks and branches for the insects that live there.
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BELOW: Downy woodpeckers are small and acrobatic enough to take advantage of larvae clinging to thin branches and weed stems.

Summer

Many birds that have spent the spring eating insects and other animal matter in preparation for nesting are now looking to the fruits and seeds of summer. Although many songbirds will continue to collect insects to feed their growing youngsters, they may begin to seek out berries and other fruits for themselves. Others, such as the cedar waxwing, prefer a diet that is almost entirely fruit. In summer, watch for birds looking for the following:
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ABOVE: The American robin spends most of the spring and summer in search of succulent earthworms, supplementing its diet with fruit and berries.
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BELOW: If mayfly larvae are lucky enough to hatch from the water, they must dry their wings before flying off, making them an easy catch for birds.

Beetles: Sparrows, bluebirds, orioles, and downy woodpeckers are just some of the birds that are happy to munch on beetles. Cardinals, grackles, starlings, and robins are all helpful in controlling Japanese beetles.

Cicadas: When summer is filled with the sound of cicadas, robins, grackles, and buntings will take full advantage of this plentiful food source.

Flying insects: Specialists in flying insects are now enjoying the peak of their food supply.

Shrub fruit: Blackberries, raspberries, blueberries, grapes, and strawberries will attract mockingbirds, orioles, and cedar waxwings, among many others.

Tree fruit: Cherries, Juneberries, and mulberries are also attractive to fruit eaters.

Autumn

Autumn brings its own set of treats just in time for birds that are preparing to transition back to cold weather. The harvest is on, and birds are ready to take advantage of the changing season. Hardy fall bushes and shrubs are offering up native fruits and nuts with higher fat content.
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BELOW AND RIGHT: An abundance of summer fruit is sure to attract a variety of songbirds.
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Berry-bearing autumn shrubs: Winterberry, spicebush, sumac, and Virginia creeper attract robins, bobwhites, kingbirds, catbirds, and flycatchers.

Decorative trees: Dogwoods and Bradford pears produce plentiful fruit and make a great meal for bluebirds and grosbeaks, among others.

Wildflowers: Weed seeds are abundant now, and sparrows and finches make the most of them.

Late-blooming flowers: Salvia, hollyhocks, and lobelias are greatly appreciated by hummingbirds as they start their fall migration.

Ground insects: Fallen leaves create great ground cover for hiding a wealth of insects, grubs, and other tasty treats for your ground foragers.

Winter

Depending on where you live, winter brings a variety of challenges. For northern areas, snow covers much of the ground-foraging possibilities, and leftover fruits, berries, and tree seeds have been largely picked over.
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Late-blooming flowers and fall berries are a boon to migrating birds.
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RIGHT: The tufted titmouse is a master hoarder, usually shelling a seed before hiding it away for later use.

As you head south, where the weather is cold but snow cover is minimal, birds will still find opportunities in the conifers and tulip trees.

Now is the time when the ground cover and the shrub and tree assortment in your backyard may distinguish it in the eyes of the birds that are planning to stay for the winter. Conifer trees, standing clumps of ornamental grasses, and evergreen shrubs like boxwood and holly are inviting places for birds this time of year. In addition to providing shelter from the wind and snow, these areas also make great hiding places for birds looking to escape predators that are also on the hunt for food.

Leftover seeds: Trees, garden flowers, and weeds are thoroughly inspected for these leftovers.

Insects: Even in the dead of winter, insects are hiding in tree crevices, beneath dead leaves or loose bark.

Winter berries and fruits: Holly berries, dogwood, rose hips, and bittersweet vines that retain their berries throughout the winter are a boon to birds this time of year.

Conifer seeds: Chickadees, pine siskins, and nuthatches are among the birds that may seek the small seeds in pinecones.
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ABOVE: Winter holly, dogwood berries, conifer seeds, and other nuts make up much of birds’ winter diet.

Birds and Water

Birds need water, and they are especially adept at finding the most unlikely sources for it. Dewdrops and rainwater caught on leaves are often an adequate source for small birds like kinglets and hummingbirds, while puddles and small running brooks are a great source for others. Most birds rely on the immediate supplies of water in their neighborhood. Hot weather and drought conditions can wreak havoc, however, so birds are always on the lookout for good sources of water.
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ABOVE: Even a droplet of rain on a flower petal can be a good source of water for hummingbirds or kinglets.
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BELOW: It doesn't take more than an inch or two of water to provide a satisfying bath for this American robin.


How Birds Communicate

Dawn is my favorite time to listen to birds. The first thing I do when I wake up on a fresh spring morning is to listen to the sounds outside my window. Keeping my eyes shut, I wait for them to begin. Chirps and whistles and melodies come from the tall tulip trees in the backyard and I can hear a familiar fee-bee-fee-bee from over by the dogwoods. They are pretty sounds and, although meaningless to most of us, they can tell us a great deal about our world.

Over the years, I have started to listen to the sounds of my backyard with more purpose. Who is already out and about? How many birds are at the feeder? Are there any squabbles going on yet? Has someone seen a cat or sent up an alarm about a hawk? Do I hear any new voices? Is there a new bird in the forest preparing to set up housekeeping? Are they commenting on the weather?

I work in an urban area. One evening, I left my office especially late, my head full of worries and concerns over “office stuff.” As I reached my car, I heard a sound in the vicinity of a tree near my parking garage. A beautiful heartfelt song was coming from the branches. I walked over and listened for a few moments. No need to see him—I knew who he was. A lovesick male mockingbird, still unmated a little late in the season. In the moonlight, in a pine tree surrounded by highways and skyscrapers and steel, he was pouring out a beautiful song, hoping against hope that somewhere in the concrete jungle a female was waiting for him. For a few moments we shared the evening together, two beings with a common understanding. When I got into my car, my office worries had been replaced. My head, as my daughter used to say, was full of birds.
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BELOW: Early morning is a magical time for bird-watching.
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ABOVE: The male American redstart is a small warbler that can be recognized by its simple chewy-chewy-chewy, chew-chew-chew.

The variety in bird vocalizations is remarkable. It is a complex and astoundingly beautiful form of communication. Bird sounds take many forms and serve many functions, including attracting mates, warning away others, communicating with their own species, and announcing the boundaries of their territory. It may seem impossible to try to decipher the seemingly endless variety of sounds, but there are a few basic principles that can help you to understand what birds are saying.

The Song

Songbirds make up over half of the world's bird population. Birdsongs are a series of notes, both short and long, that have a pleasing musical sound. These are the sounds of spring and summer. The male songbird uses a song to attract a mate. The mating song tends to be complex and elaborate, often with many variations. The nightingale, it is said, has over three hundred different love songs at its disposal. Still others, like the cowbird, have been recorded using over forty different notes. In most species, females listen, but do not respond to these songs.

Males also use their songs to tell others that this is their territory. These songs tend to be shorter and simpler. They are meant to tell rival birds where they are and what the boundaries of their property are. There are gaps in these songs, when the male pauses to listen for answers from possible rivals.

[image: image]

ABOVE: The house wren has a number of calls that it uses to raise an alarm. Listen for it chattering and scolding as you approach its nest.

Although songs are used mostly by males, some species, like the northern cardinal, use songs to communicate with each other throughout the season. Both the male and the female sing. Some birds have multiple versions of their song, while others repeat certain phrases over and over. Still others have single-note songs.

Dawn is a busy time for birdsong. Maybe it is because the air is relatively still and the sounds carry better than later in the day. Songs sung at dawn tend to be clearer and more elaborate than songs performed later in the day. There are also songs sung sotto voce, whispering songs that are often soft renditions of the bird's regular song, sung during migration, on the nest, or in inclement weather.

The Call

Calls are short vocalizations that are used by all birds, both male and female. They are used year-round and have a very specific purpose.

Contact calls are the most common, used to make contact either with a mate, with other members of their species, or with the mixed flock that they are migrating with.

Flight calls are used by some birds during night migrations, or even when they are just flying from perch to perch.

Alarm calls warn others about the presence of a predator. Some alarm calls are just louder, more-urgent versions of the standard contact call, while others are high-pitched and repetitive sirens.

Begging calls are whiny cries performed by juveniles still looking for a handout from their parents.

Some birds can be distinguished from their similar counterparts by their call. We have a mixed flock of black-capped chickadees and Carolina chickadees. Their appearance is virtually identical, but we can identify them by their different call notes. The Carolina chickadee has a higher pitch and a faster pattern than the black-capped, and their songs are also different.

On the other hand, our finches are a hopeless blur to us. If we don't actually see them, we usually have a hard time figuring out who is in the trees. Is it the house finch or the purple finch? Or could it be a warbling vireo?

Mimicry

Some birds have a remarkable ability to simulate other bird sounds, and even non-bird sounds. The catbird mimics a number of different birds, giving a rival the impression that the territory is already full. The blue jay does a great imitation of the red-shouldered hawk, a skill designed to send its rivals at the bird feeder running for cover. Starlings, mockingbirds, and goldfinches are also excellent mimics.

Non-vocal Communications

Birds are not limited by their vocal skills. Some birds, like the downy woodpecker, drum with their beaks to attract females. Clicking noises made by snapping bills and thrumming sounds made by loud wing clapping are also used by males to elicit attention. The ruffed grouse beats the air with its wings, and the American woodcock's wings make a twittering sound when it flies.

[image: image]

BELOW: Is there a tree full of birds in the backyard—or is it just one rascally mockingbird?


How to Make Sense of What You Hear

I have an understanding of the general tone of the birds in my yard. I can take their emotional temperature by understanding the tension in their calls, the insistence of their songs, and the tone in their chips. I don't know who everyone is, but I can gauge how things are going by the sounds that I hear.
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