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Feeders & Food

COVER PHOTO: A Ruby-throated Hummingbird sits in a lemon tree in Florida. Photo by Robert Strickland.

What types of feeders are best?
Imagine the bird species you want to attract: 
cardinals and goldfinches on seed heads, agile 
chickadees on twig tips, nuthatches and wood-
peckers on tree trunks. Then cater to the abilities 
of your favorites. For hummingbirds, see page 8.

Avoid feeding from flat surfaces, including 
the ground. Easy access can quickly draw in 
hordes of pigeons, House Sparrows, and Euro-
pean Starlings — species that don’t need any help 
and that compete with native birds. 

Sparrows, starlings, and blackbirds can also 
exploit most hopper feeders and feeders with lots 
of perches. (See page 12.) Tube feeders are often 
the most practical, and they take advantage of the 
feeding styles of many desirable species.

Use models that allow birds to feed upside 
down. Trim the feeder’s plastic perches to 1½ 
inches — long enough for goldfinches but too 

small for House Sparrows. Fill the feeders with 
nyjer (thistle) seed.

Also try wire-mesh tube feeders filled with 
sunflower or safflower seeds or pieces of peanuts. 
Cardinals, chickadees, woodpeckers, and 
nuthatches are all happy to cling to them and 
extract the seeds. Offer suet in a feeder that 
allows access only from the bottom.

Remember, most bird feeders are designed to 
appeal to people, not birds. But if you remember 
to think like a bird, you are much more likely to 
have a successful feeding station. 

How can I keep seeds from sprouting under 
my feeder?
You can offer sunflower hearts or chips and 
whole or broken peanuts, none of which will 
sprout. All nyjer or thistle seed imported into the 
United States must be treated so that it will not 
sprout, a federal rule intended to prevent 
unwanted weeds from becoming established. 

Raisins, mealworms, and suet cakes without 
seeds are also good choices, as is peanut butter 
mixed with enough cornmeal to make a stiff 
dough. An added advantage is that these treats 
attract a wider variety of native birds and fewer 
non-natives, such as pigeons, which prefer to feed 
on small seeds on the ground. 

Be sure to use feeders that restrict non-native 
birds, and keep the ground under your feeders 
clean. A tidy feeding area will help cut down on 
unwanted birds, as well as rodents, disease, and 
mess that might cause neighbors to complain. 

How can I attract orioles?
Focus your efforts during the height of spring 
migration, from mid-April to the middle of 
May, and offer three primary foods: oranges, 

Do birds sweat?

No. Birds cannot sweat because they don’t 
have sweat glands. Instead, they use as 
many as three other ways to keep cool. The 
first is panting, which results in evaporative 
heat loss. Some birds enhance the effect by 
vibrating their throats, a technique known 
as gular fluttering. 

Birds also lose heat via a clever heat-
exchange system in their feet. It allows birds 
to increase the blood flow to their extremi-
ties so returning blood in the veins cools the 
hot outbound blood in the arteries. 

And then there are the storks and 
vultures, which cool down by excreting all 
over their own legs. Call it what you will; the 
official term is urohidrosis.
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SWEET TOOTH:  
A Baltimore Oriole 
takes a bite of orange 
from a fruit feeder.

nectar, and grape jelly. Each is easy to offer. 
Oranges. Simply slice the fruit in half and 

impale it, f leshy side out, in a place where the 
birds can see it. Don’t hang your oranges 
under the tree canopy. Orioles are top-canopy 
dwellers, so they often don’t notice food hung 
beneath leaves and branches. Put your oranges 
on visible fence posts, shepherd’s hooks, decks, 
and fruit feeders.

Nectar. Orioles will visit humming-
bird feeders but fare much better on 
feeders that are designed for their larger 
size. The nectar recipe is the same for both 
birds: four parts water and one part sugar, 
boiled and cooled. 

Grape jelly. Orioles just can’t get enough 
of grape jelly. Dispense it in shallow bowls in 
open feeders, in small dishes attached to fence 
posts or decks, or in feeders equipped with 
special jelly receptacles. Catbirds, mocking-
birds, and robins will gobble it up, too.

Two final tips. Keep your offerings fresh. 
Nectar sours rapidly, and grape jelly and 

oranges dry out. Orioles are more likely 
to visit well-maintained feeders. And 

don’t forget moving water. It’s the 
single greatest backyard-bird  

attractant, and not just  
for orioles. (See Water 

section.)
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Birdhouses
What direction should my birdhouse face?
Orientation isn’t the only or even the most 
important factor in locating birdhouses, but it’s 
best to point the entrance away from prevailing 
winds. In northern states and Canada, where 
most storms come from the south and west,  
face boxes eastward. More young birds f ledge 
from birdhouses that face east than any  
other direction.  

Why? East-facing boxes warm up sooner in 
the morning, providing a thermal advantage to 
the birds. Also, birdhouses that face east aren’t 
likely to overheat in the strong afternoon sun. 
According to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s 

Birdhouse Network, however, it’s not as impor-
tant to face boxes east in southern states, where 
nights are warmer. 

When you decide where to put a birdhouse, 
also consider if it’s in the correct habitat for the 
species you want to attract. Place it high enough 
to deter predators and in a spot that will allow you 
to clean it. Learn about bird-friendly yards at 
www.BirdWatchingDaily.com.

Are decorative birdhouses as good as 
regular birdhouses?
No. Decorative birdhouses should not be placed 
outdoors because House Sparrows or European 

SIGN OF SUCCESS: 

An Eastern Bluebird 

holding an inchworm 

rests atop a birdhouse.
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Starlings might nest in them. They are the least 
discriminating of all birds that will use nest 
boxes, and it is ecologically unsound for us to 
support them. 

Moreover, birdhouses made of vine or other 
flimsy materials can deteriorate quickly and are 
easy for molds, fungi, and nest-infesting ecto-
parasites to attack.

 If you wish to use a nest box, make sure that 
you purchase or construct one made to the 
specific dimensions required by the species you 
want to house, and that you place and maintain 
the box properly. For details, see “How do I keep 
House Sparrows and other home-wreckers out of 
my birdhouse?” at right. 

Can I attract owls to a birdhouse  
in my backyard?
You bet. Both Eastern and Western Screech-
Owls can be fairly common residents of 
suburban neighborhoods. But when dead trees 
are removed from yards and woodlots, the owls 
can find it hard to locate a good hollow limb or 
old woodpecker hole. 

Fortunately, they take readily to birdhouses. 
Make sure that you purchase or construct a box 
that is made specifically to the dimensions 
required for screech-owls. If you want to make 
your own box, blueprints are available on the 
Internet at many state natural resource depart-
ment and bird club websites.

Screech-owl nest boxes should be placed on 
the trunk of a large tree between 10 and 20 feet 
high in a secluded, shady area near dense cover. 
Place two or three inches of sawdust, wood 
chips, or dried leaves in the bottom of the box 
before you hang it. The size of a screech-owl’s 
territory depends in part on the quality of 

habitat. Some birds will nest within 200 feet of 
the nearest pair, but others will need an area of 
20 acres. 

How do I keep House Sparrows and other 
home-wreckers out of my birdhouse?
House Sparrows are aggressive, non-native, 
cavity-nesting birds that take over nests of native 
species. They puncture eggs and kill nestlings 
and even incubating females. If you hope to 
attract bluebirds, wrens, or other cavity nesters 
to a birdhouse, do everything you can to lock 
House Sparrows out. 

Do not post nest boxes near houses, barns, or 
other manmade structures that the sparrows will 
find appealing. Instead, place your birdhouses in 
habitat that your target species lives in. 

Also, make sure the hole is the size experts 
recommend for the species you hope to attract: 
1⅛ inches in diameter for chickadees and 
Prothonotary Warblers; 1¼-1½ inches for 
nuthatches and wrens; and 1½-1⁹⁄₁₆ inches  
for bluebirds. 

Finally, close your birdhouses in the winter. 
Remember, House Sparrows do not migrate. If 
they find an open box, they will begin nesting 
before migratory species return. 

Like us on 
Facebook!

www.facebook.com/  
BirdWatchingMagazine
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Water
BATHING BEAUTY:  A 

Northern Cardinal 

luxuriates in a 

backyard bath.
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What features do birds look for in birdbaths?
Clean water for drinking and bathing is a 
requirement of all birds — not just feeder birds, 
but also vireos, thrushes, swallows, tanagers, and 
other birds that generally do not visit feeders. If 
they see it and hear it, they will come flocking. 

You can offer birds water in something as 
simple as an aluminum trashcan lid or as beautiful 
as a pedestal-mounted basin. Whatever you use for 
a bath, keep these four features in mind:

1. Shallow depth. Small birds prefer water 
less than an inch deep. 

2. Sloping sides. Shallow and deep at the same 
time, baths with gently sloping sides accommodate 
birds of all sizes — from goldfinches to doves. 

3. Bird-friendly rim. Birds need a comfort-
able, sure perch from which they can tip their 
heads down to drink.

4. Non-slip surfaces. Birds like to feel sure-
footed as they ease themselves into the water. 

Is softened water OK to use in my birdbath?
It should be. Here’s why:

Home water softeners work by passing water 
through a resin that removes minerals. Sodium 
bicarbonate is commonly used in the resin, 
leaving sodium in the water and giving it a salty 
taste. The amount of sodium that ends up in the 
softened water depends on how hard the water 
was to begin with. 

Even if the softening system uses sodium 
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chloride, which causes high blood pressure in 
people, an appreciable amount of salt would be in 
the softened water only in areas where the water 
is extremely hard. It is unlikely to be enough to 
harm birds, so it’s okay to use in a birdbath. 

If you fill your birdbath from your outdoor 
spigot, the water probably isn’t softened. But 
don’t worry. Hard water is also safe for birds. 

Is a bath the only water feature that will 
attract birds?
No. Birds just can’t resist investigating the sight 
and sound of dripping or splashing water. 
Drippers and misters are sure to attract them. 
Drippers connect to the faucet and have an 
adjustable valve that enables you to get just the 
right flow. To conserve water and still attract 
birds, make the drip very slow. 

Misters that create a fine spray are a particu-
lar favorite of hummingbirds. Place a mister near 
foliage, and it will make the leaves wet; some 
birds will bathe by rubbing against the leaves. 

Why do birds still bathe even when it’s 
freezing cold out?
Water is important to birds year-round. They 
need it to drink and to maintain their feathers to 
ensure proper insulation and mobility. You can 

help by providing an ice-free birdbath. 
Pick up an immersible electric heater at 

your local birding supply store, and place it 
into the birdbath water. Baths with convenient 
built-in and solar-powered heating units are 
also available. 

When shopping, look for a heating system 
that is thermostatically controlled, so you can 
prevent the water from freezing and overheating. 

NATURALLY CURIOUS: This American Goldfinch couldn’t 
resist a dripper above a birdbath.

Do birds’ knees point backward?

No, but it sure looks like they do. A bird’s 
leg is designed along the same basic 
lines as other vertebrates, including hu-
mans. What appears to be the knee, the 
joint that points to the rear of the body, is 
really the heel. The bones of the foot are 
elongated to form the tarsometatarsus, 
located between the heel and the toes. 

The knee joint is farther up 
the leg and usually hidden by 
feathers. It points forward, 
just like any other knee. 
Thus, the only joint usually 
visible is the heel, which to 
us looks like a backward-
pointing knee. 
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Hummingbirds
When should I put up my hummingbird 
feeders? 
Feeders should be out before you see your first 
hummingbird of the season. Migrants arrive in early 
March along the Gulf Coast and up to a month or 
two later in the northern United States and Canada. 
Call your local Audubon chapter or bird club to ask 
about arrival dates in your area, and plan to put 
your feeders up a week or two earlier.

What should I feed hummingbirds?
You should feed them sugar water that you 
prepare yourself. Boil four parts water with one 
part plain sugar and let it cool before pouring it in 
your feeder. The solution is exactly the same 
composition as flower nectar.

More sugar isn’t helpful, and a higher concen-
tration isn’t recommended. Don’t use honey, or 
any other sweet concoction, just ordinary table 

sugar. Do not add dye to the solution. Humming-
bird experts frequently stress not only that other 
ingredients or additives are unnecessary but that 
they may even be harmful. 

Why aren’t hummingbirds coming  
to my feeder?
If hummingbirds haven’t found your yard, think 
about how it looks to them. If they don’t see 
flowers or bushes that they can feed from, they 
probably won’t pay attention to your feeder. 

Like all birds, hummingbirds will go where 
they find habitat that fits their needs. Plants that 
are both beautiful and attractive to humming-
birds include native salvias, coral bells, colum-
bine, bee balm, serviceberry and crabapple trees, 
and butterfly bush. It’s also important to be 
patient. It can take a while for birds to find the 
table you’ve set. 

HOME COOKIN’: 
Hummingbirds 
buzz a feeder filled 
with a homemade 
sugar-water 
solution. 
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How far apart should I place my 
hummingbird feeders?
Hummingbirds may be small, but they are very 
territorial. Birds will chase others away from feeders 
that they have claimed. If you see such behavior at 
your feeder, put one or two more in the yard. 

Experts recommend placing them where birds at 
one feeder can’t see birds at the other. And to prevent 
birds from hitting your windows, hang the feeders 
either right next to the glass or more than 30 feet 
away from windows.

Is sugar water enough to  sustain a 
hummingbird that stays after it turns cold?
People worry that feeders left out in the fall will 
prevent birds from migrating, but that isn’t the case. 
Hummingbirds, as well as other bird species, 
migrate in response to shortened day length, which 
brings about hormonal changes. The presence of a 
feeder does not influence the progress of migration, 
nor does environmental temperature. 

Most of our hummingbirds migrate by mid-
October, but a few birds usually linger a bit longer 
and find their way to backyard feeders. 

How do birds flying in a V formation decide which one will lead?

Hummingbirds consume nectar (and its 
surrogate, sugar water) for energy. They 
derive protein and other nutrients by eating 
insects. If you happen to host a humming-
bird in cold weather, simply continue  
to supply sugar water for as long as the  
bird stays.

Use the standard syrup concentration of 
four parts water to one part plain sugar. To 
keep homemade nectar from freezing, bring 
the feeder indoors overnight, alternate two 
feeders, or use a heat lamp. 

Hummingbirds can find insects even in 
winter — the same foods that kinglets, 
creepers, and chickadees glean from twigs 
and clumps of conifer needles.

Finally, if you observe a hummingbird in 
eastern states late in fall and winter, take a 
close look at it. It may be a species other than 
the Ruby-throated Hummingbird you’re 
accustomed to seeing. Many more Rufous, 
Calliope, Black-chinned, and Broad-tailed 
Hummingbirds, hardy western breeders, are 
showing up in winter in eastern states. 

Geese and pelicans often fly in V forma-
tions to save energy, especially when 
migrating long distances. Each bird is 
able to fly up to 70 percent farther in for-
mation than flying alone because it takes 
advantage of air vortices created by the 
wings of the bird flying ahead of it. The 

same bird does not always fly in front. 
When the leader tires, it falls back and 
another bird takes its position. This hap-
pens on a regular basis. Therefore, the 
first goose is not necessarily the flock’s 
strongest or most dominant. It’s just that 
bird’s turn to lead. 



10 BirdWatching  www.BirdWatchingDaily.com

Eggs & baby birds

ROBIN’S-EGG BLUE: 
Four precious eggs rest 
in an American Robin’s 
bowl-shaped nest. 
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Why are birds’ eggs different colors?
Egg colors act as camouflage. Each species nests 
in its own way — on the ground, high in trees, on 
rocky ledges, inside tree cavities — so egg colors 
vary according to birds’ surroundings.

Common egg colors include yellow, gray, 
brown, and blue. Egg markings also vary from 
species to species and include spots, dots, 
blotches, and streaks. Like color, each helps hide 
eggs from predators. 

What’s interesting to consider is how many 
birds lay white eggs. Woodpeckers, petrels, and 
other birds that nest in dark holes produce white 
eggs because predators that hunt by sight cannot 
find them. Grebes and some ducks lay white eggs, 
too. The birds cover them when they leave the 
nest. Songbirds that nest on ledges concealed by 
overhangs or high in trees also lay white eggs.

A bird built a nest in an inconvenient 
location. Can I move it?
No. Removing active nests is against the law. It’s 
also illegal to possess the eggs or young of birds. 
Part of the reason the law is in place is because 
many well-meaning people would like to try to 
raise a healthy bird but know nothing about how 
to do so. 

If you don’t want birds to nest on your house 
or other building, discourage them before 
nesting begins by placing wood or metal 
coverings or bird-control spikes on ledges or 
other favorite nest sites. 

Follow us on 
Twitter!
www.twitter.com/
BirdWatchDaily
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SO BIG! A Blue Jay shows off its fast-growing wing 
feathers shortly after leaving the nest.
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I found a baby bird outside the nest.  
What should I do?
If you don’t have the proper state and federal 
licenses, don’t try to raise a wild native bird in 
captivity. It’s illegal. 

If the bird has its feathers and is hopping 
around on the ground, leave it alone. It’s a 
f ledgling. It can’t f ly yet, so it’s normal for it to 
hop as it gets used to life outside the nest. The 
parents are still feeding it and are probably close 
by. As long as cats or other predators pose no 
danger, it’s best for you to watch from a dis-
tance. If a parent doesn’t return after an hour or 
so, however, the f ledgling might need assistance.

If the bird has either no feathers or feathers 
that are just starting to come in and it cannot 
hop around, carefully return it to the nest. You’ve 
found a nestling. Birds do not recognize their 
offspring by smell, so there is no truth to the 
oft-repeated notion that they will reject a chick 
that you have handled. 

If you can’t reach the nest, make one. Poke 
drainage holes in the bottom of a clean Cool-
Whip or margarine container or use a berry 
basket, and line the bowl with paper towels. 
Then tack the container as close to the original 
nest as possible and place the bird into it. Then 
leave. The parents will usually feed the chick as 
if it were still in the original nest.

If the bird is injured, or if it’s truly orphaned, 
contact the nearest wildlife rehabilitator. To 
find a rehabilitator in your area, call the local 
humane society, an Audubon chapter, your  
local game warden or conservation department, 
or your veterinarian, or check the “Getting 
Started” page of www.BirdWatchingDaily.com. 

How many times will a bird lay eggs  
in a summer?
A nestful of eggs is called a clutch. The number 
of eggs in a clutch varies by species, but scientists 
have found patterns within families. Seabirds 
typically lay 1 egg, vultures 1-2, terns and gulls 
2-3, shorebirds 3-4, hawks and songbirds 2-5, 
grouse and ptarmigan 5-12, ducks 7-12, and 
pheasants and partridges 8-18. 

Many species will lay more than one clutch in 
a summer. Birds in northern regions usually lay 
only one clutch, while farther south they lay two 
or more. Here are typical numbers of clutches: 
Mallard 1, rarely 2; juncos 1-2, sometimes 3; 
warblers 1-2; meadowlarks 2; robins and 
cardinals 2-3; Mourning Dove 2-3 in the north, 
5-6 in the south.

Many species will renest if a clutch is lost, but 
if the eggs have hatched and a predator takes the 
chicks before they leave the nest, birds that raise 
only one brood per year will not lay new eggs.

Keep up with the latest bird news
www.BirdWatchingDaily.com
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MIRROR, MIRROR: A 

male Northern Cardinal 

prepares to do battle 

with his reflection.

Troublemakers
What can I do to get a bird to stop attacking 
its reflection in a window?
Birds that tap on windows see their reflection 
and think it’s another bird — one that is a threat 
to turf, food, and potential mates. Tapping is 
supposed to drive the intruder away. Here are 
four ways to fix the problem:

1. Decrease reflectivity. Close your blinds or 
shades; white material behind the panes can help 
get rid of reflections. Use bar soap to draw lines 
and shapes on the glass to break up the reflective 
surface. Or hang one-inch-thick ribbons or strips 
of material about four inches apart on the outside 
of the windows.

2. Build a barrier. Install a mesh screen or net 
a few inches away from the outer window 
surface, cover your windows with cardboard, or 
install outdoor blinds or shutters.

3. Stop feeding. The bird may be trying to 
defend its food source. Removing the feeder 
might encourage the bird to find food elsewhere, 
and you can always resume feeding after the 
breeding season.

4. Wait it out. 

What’s the best way to deal with birds that 
hog my feeder?
Most species that come to feeders are extremely 
adaptable, so it’s difficult to exclude one while 
accommodating others. Most feeder birds are 
also abundant. Often the best you can do is to try 
to control their numbers.

The best general rule is to stop offering seed 
on open platforms or on the ground, and to keep 
spilled seed from accumulating under feeders. 
Pigeons and House Sparrows in particular prefer 
feeding on the ground, and so do rodents. 

Feed birds from feeders that allow fewer 
birds access to food and that generate less waste. 
Tube feeders are great, especially models that 
have short perches that only small birds can use. 
Also, do not provide suet in sacks, open cages, 
or nailed to a tree because these methods make 
it simple for starlings to raid the stash. Instead, 
use suet feeders that require birds to cling 
upside-down. 

Cheap mixed seed, which includes cracked 
corn and millet, is a favorite of House Sparrows 
and other generalists, so avoid it. Fancy blends 
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are not necessary. Stick with single types of 
seeds, such as sunflower or safflower.

Finally, severely restrict or stop your feeding 
in the summer. Most birds are raising families 
then, and even seedeaters will be feeding their 
young insects. Natural food is abundant. House 
Sparrows and Rock Pigeons will dominate your 
feeders, and their offspring will learn that yours 
is the place to go all year long.

How can I stop a woodpecker from 
drumming on my house?
Woodpeckers don’t win many friends when they 
drum on siding, downspouts, chimneys, and 
gutters. They are simply doing what comes 
naturally — attempting to make roosting or 

nesting holes, establishing territory, or 
foraging for insects. To minimize or 

prevent damage to your 
house, address the 

problem as soon as the 
tapping begins. The 
Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology recom-
mends three types of 
deterrents:

Visual deterrents. 
Strips of foil or tape, a 

windsock, or anything 
that moves in the 

breeze may scare away 
woodpeckers. 

Sound deterrents. Install distress-call systems 
that play the calls of predators, like Sharp-shinned 
Hawks, or a motion-activated device that makes 
noise when movement is made.

Preventive measures. Check in the walls for 
insects that may attract woodpeckers. Hang 
lightweight nylon or plastic netting under eaves 
to prevent damage. Cover holes with aluminum 
flashing. And set up a suet feeder in your yard 
to draw woodpeckers away from your house.

Finally, do not use sticky repellents like 
Tanglefoot, Roost-No-More, and Bird Stop. 
They can make f lying difficult if they get on 
birds’ feathers, and they can stain wood siding 
and cause dirt to adhere to surfaces. 

How can I keep bees from taking over my 
hummingbird feeder? 
Lots of feeders come with bee guards attached 
to the feeding ports, and you can buy bee 
guards for feeders that don’t have them. Their 
slotted design allows birds’ bills to reach inside 
but prevents bees from getting a taste. 

Bees are hard to stop at leaky or dripping 
feeders, so maintain yours properly. And 
change the solution at least twice a week. 
Fermented sugar water is more attractive  
to insects. 

Finally, do not use insecticides or other 
poisons at your hummingbird feeders. If  
they kill insects, they’re just as likely to kill  
small birds.

Red-bellied Woodpecker 
on a tree stump.




