
E 
very part of the 

earth, except the 

polar icecaps, is 

inhabited by two or 

more bird species living and 

interacting in the same area. 

The roles that different spe-

cies play in that area define 

their ecological niche.  

 In this issue of BirdChat, 

we will explore birdsõ differ-

ent foraging niches: what 

they eat, where they eat, 

how they eat. If bird species 

had not evolved with these 

differences, they could not 

coexist in your backyard.  

 When 

you ob-

serve the  

birds in 

your back-

yard you probably have real-

ized that most of their time is 

spent looking for food. They 

instinctively search for the 

most nutritious food yielding 

the highest amount of en-

ergy. The various bird species 

in your backyard eat different 

thingsñseeds, fruit/berries, 

insects, nectar.  

 A birdõs anatomy, espe-

cially its bill, has adapted 

through evolution so that it 

can efficiently eat the food 

most readily available in the 

habitat it occupies. Hum-

mingbirds have long, straw -

like bills so they can access 

nectar deep in a tubular type 

flower. Cardinals have thick, 

conical bills for cracking open 

large seeds. Goldfinches have 

tiny, sharp bills for easily 

extracting and eating the 

small seeds from plants like 

thistle and coneflowers. The 

bill of wood-

peckers allows 

them to locate 

insects in tree 

trunks. The bills 

of jays and crows are very 

generalized so they can eat a 

wide range of foods (plants 

and animals) and can live 

almost anywhere.  

  The type of food a 

bird eats usually dictates 

where the bird lives. Ruby -

throated hummingbirds feed 

on flowers (nectar) and in-

sects. They must live where 

these foods are available in 

abundance. They migrate 

north for the summer to the 

U.S. and Canada for breeding 

where there is available food 

and less competition. In the 

fall they must return to Mex-

ico/South America  as north-

ern food supplies dwindle. 

Likewise, 

some boreal 

birds, like the 

red-breasted 

nuthatch, will 

come south during winters 

when their food sources (nuts 

and seeds) are less abundant 

up north. In your own back-

yard you can observe the 

different habitats where our 

native birds forage on a daily 

basis. Cardinals and doves 

prefer the ground, chickadees 

and titmice are in the tree 

foliage, woodpeckers and 

nuthatches are on the trunks.  

 The habitat the bird occu-

pies and its anatomical adap-

tations determine the food 

most often eaten by the spe-

cies. However, birds eat dif-

ferent types of food when it 

is more readily available. We 

all learned about this phe-

nomenon during the cicada 

emergence in the summer of 

2008. Then, species that nor-

mally feed on seeds were 

gorging on cicadas and very 

few birds sought out the bird-

feeding station as a result. 

Seed sales at Wild About 

Birds that June were well 

below normal!  

 In the Spring 2010 (April) 

issue of BirdChat, we will 

look at the different breeding 

habits of birds and learn how 

these differences allow them 

to coexist in your backyard.  
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O 
ne of our most beautiful back-

yard birds is the blue jay. Male 

and female blue jays are iden-

tical in appearance ð 12ó, 

bright light blue and white with black 

around the neck, gray belly, white face 

and black barring on the wings and tail, 

and a crest they can raise and lower at 

will. They are also one of the loudest 

birds at the feeding station and are of-

ten referred to as the alarm of the for-

est. When blue jays spot predators, es-

pecially birds of prey like hawks or owls, 

they give the òjaayó call which attracts 

other blue jays. Their òmobbingó behav-

ior includes perching around the preda-

tor, calling loudly and diving towards it.  

 Blue jays are noisiest in late winter 

when we frequently see them following 

each other through the tree tops 

screaming the òjaayó call and bobbing 

up and down. This is the beginning of 

the courtship period and thatõs the fe-

male in the lead with several competing 

males chasing right behind her. The 

courtship period also includes mate 

feeding. The male will select a seed and 

the female will accept it from him while 

softly calling and sometimes fluffing her 

feathers.  

 At nesting time, the usually raucous 

jays become quiet and very secretive. 

Together the male and female build a 

well hidden nest of thorny twigs, bark, 

moss, string and leaves lined with root-

lets in a tree about 10 -25õ above the 

ground. For 16-18 days the female incu-

bates 3-6 smooth, slightly glossy eggs 

olive or buff in color marked with dark 

brown grayish spots and dots. Blue jays 

will have 1 -2 broods each season. Both 

male and female tend to the fledglings 

for 17-21 days. It is not unusual in late 

summer or early fall to observe young 

blue jays, as big as adults and obviously 

able to fend for themselves, noisily beg-

ging for and receiving food from their 

parents!  

 Family groups usually stay together 

through the summer and fall and often 

join other groups of jays in areas where 

food is plentiful. Blue jays will visit your 

birdfeeding station in search of sun-

flower seeds and peanuts. They love 

peanuts in the shell!  

The adult hummers head out of our area 

before the babies, but because of their 

inherited instincts, the 2 -month old ju-

veniles know when to leave, where to  

go, and how to get back the following 

spring. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 For most migratory North American 

species, migration is seasonal and coin-

cides with the reproductive cycle ñthe 

birds move north to their breeding 

grounds and south for the winter. But 

why do they move? Species that nest in 

Canada and the northern United Statesñ

like the juncos and white -throated spar-

rowsñhead south in the winter to find 

F 
all has arrived and so have the 

juncos and white -throated spar-

rows that feed on the ground 

beneath our feeders all winter 

long. They have returned from their 

breeding grounds in northern Canada. 

The hummingbirds and warblers that 

summered in our area have left the area 

to winter in Central and South America.  

 Ornithologists assume that migration 

occurred as soon as flight was acquired 

by birds. The mobility that wings pro-

vided allowed birds to move hundreds, if 

not thousands, of miles away to cope 

with changes in the climate and food 

supply. Migration, thus, became an in-

herent part of life and migratory species 

could not exist without it, even by com-

pensating in some other way. As a spe-

cies gained the advantage by this peri-

odic movement, migration patterns  

evolved that were passed from one gen-

eration to the next. A great example of 

this is our ruby -throated hummingbird:  

food.  Species that winter in the trop-

icsñlike hummingbirds and many war-

blersñnest in more temperate areas to 

take advantage of longer days and an 

abundant food supply.  

 It is thought that the external stimu-

lus that triggers the urge to migrate is 

length of day and that an internal clock 

is what birds rely on to tell them to ac-

tually go. Before heading out, migratory 

species have to prepare for their journey 

by adding layers of fat. For instance, the 

ruby-throated hummingbird that must 

cross the Gulf of Mexico (about 600 

miles) non-stop, increases its body fat 

from 10% to 50% of body weight. 

 So, come next April when the juncos 

and white -throats leave your backyard to 

begin their long trip back to their breed-

ing grounds in northern Canada and the 

hummers arrive from their southern win-

ter grounds, think about what a dra-

matic event migration is in the lives of 

these birds!  

Seasonal Migration  

òThey love peanuts in  

the shell!ó 
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68  
For every $100 spent in independently 

owned stores, $68 returns to the com - 

munity through taxes, payroll, and other 

expenditures. If you spend that in a na - 

3  
Think about which three independently 

owned businesses youõd miss most if 

they were gone. Stop in and say hello. 

Pick up a little something that will make 

someone smile. Your contribution is 

what keeps those businesses around. 
 

50  
If just half the employed U.S. population 

spent $50 each month in independently 

owned businesses, their purchases would 

generate more that $42.6 billion in reve-

nue.* Imagine the positive impact if 3/4 

of the employed population did that.  

tional chain, only $43 stays here. Spend 

it online and nothing comes home. 
 

1  
The number of people it takes to start 

the trend... you. 

 

Pick 3. Spend 50. 

Save the local economy! 

The 3/50 Project: Save the Local Economy...Three Stores at a Time  

Whatõs Newé 
 

Nest Builders Frequent Shopper Program 

No punch card to keep track of  

Cash register tracks every dollar you spend 

$10 reward certificates are issued automatically when you 

reach $150 in accumulated purchases 

Reward certificates are valid for 90 days  

Onetime set-up fee just $5  

 

Gift Registry  

Just like the gift registries in the òbigó stores 

Pick out the products you want for your birthday, anniver-

sary, Christmas, etc.  

We enter your selections in the computer  

Friends and loved ones ask for your list  

Items are removed from your list as they are purchased  

You get exactly what you want!  

òFor every $100 spent in 

independently owned stores, $68 

returns to the community...ó 
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FREE 
2010 Birds Calendar  

with any $20 purchase 
(while supplies last)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional calendars available - $4.99/each  

T 
his past 

June we 

lost our 

dear,  

16 year old Patty to 

liver disease. She 

was one of those 

once-in-a-lifetime dogs that will live on 

in our hearts forever. I know that many 

customers felt that way about Patty, 

too; in her honor, during the month af-

ter her death, they donated $180.10 in 

loose change at the check out counter to 

help other rescued dogs like Patty find a 

forever home. The money was sent to 

Precious Secrets Sheltie Rescueñthe 

rescue from which we got both Patty and 

Zoey.  

 If you have a heart for the homeless  

and want to help support pet adoption, 

we have car magnets for sale ($5 tax 

deductible donation) that we designed 

and produced and, yes, that is Pattyõs 

photo on one of the magnets! The pro-

ceeds from the sale of these bumper 

stickers will go to Precious Secrets.   

(Above magnet is available in red, black,  
blue, or purple.)  

In Memoriam: òPattyó   

This article is a flyer copied from the 3/50 

Projectõs website (www.the350project.net). 

*Website states that employment statistics 

courtesy U.S. Department of Labor/Bureau of 

Labor Statistics 2/6/2009.  



   Dear  

 BirdGal 
 

 

Dear BirdGal, Why is some thistle seed labeled Nyjer ®? What is Nyjer®? Do the gold-

finches like this seed as much as thistle? Confused  

 

Dear Confused, Did you know that the seed sold to feed goldfinches isnõt (and never 

has been!) thistle seed? It is niger seed. The label often given to this small black seed 

ñ thistle ñ is not only confusing, itõs incorrect. The niger plant, with its yellow 

flower, is not related to the purple -flowered thistle, the large, hardy weed quite 

unloved by farmers and gardeners alike.  

 Niger plants have been grown in Ethiopia, Myanmar, and India for centuries, where 

probably three -fourths of the crop is crushed and used as edible oil. The name may 

have come from the river Niger that flows for some 2600 miles through the northern 

parts of the continent. Recently the name òNyjer®ó has been trademarked and should 

be used to identify seed sold to feed goldfinches.  

 Nyjer® has had its problems through the years in ways other than what it is called. 

By 1985, the majority of Nyjer ® seed imports arriving on the east coast were found to 

contain òdodder.ó To devitalize this noxious weed, steam treating for 15 minutes at 

212ÁF. was made a mandatory òcondition of entry.ó Nearly 10 years later, importation 

came to a dead halt when nine noxious weeds and eight disease -associated weeds 

were identified. To devitalize any weed seed that might be present, the steam -

treating temperature was raised to 250°F. With a new name and undesirable weeds no 

longer a problem, Nyjer ® seed continues to be the preferred food of a backyard favor-

iteñthe  American goldfinch.  

Mark Your  

Calendar 

 
 

Annual Spring Seed Sale 

Feb 19ñMar 14, 2010 

ñññññ 

Motherõs Day 

May 9, 2010 

ñññññ 

Annual Sidewalk Sale 

Fatherõs Day Weekend 

June 18-20, 2010 

 

SHOP HOURS:   

     

Mon-Fri  10am-6pm 

Sat   10am-5pm  

Sun  noon-4pm 
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