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 Foreword

FOR LITERALLY as long as I can remember, I've been fascinated by birds. Some of my earliest memories are of watching the cardinals and nuthatches at our winter feeder, being dazzled by their colors and sounds.

It's a fascination I never outgrew, and although my job as a writer and a researcher has taken me to distant corners of the world and given me the opportunity to see some of the most exotic birds on the planet, the allure of those backyard birds has never waned.

If anything, I've come to understand how little we know about even the most common birds—not only how they live, the migrations they make, the social fabric in which they exist, but also, at an even more mysterious and fundamental level, how they perceive the world around them. I've also wondered, more than once, how a wild bird perceives us, we strange bipedal primates that have reshaped every aspect of their landscape.

But few of us—even those of us who spend our days and devote our lives to the study of birds—interact with birds in quite the way that Julie Zickefoose does. Zick's avian experiences are not the run of your typical mill. Although I've handled and banded thousands of hummingbirds, for instance, I have never had one snake its long exploratory tongue up my nostril. Throughout her life, Julie's been dealing with birds on a much more direct, sometimes startlingly intimate level than most people—as a biologist, rehabilitator, artist, and conservationist.

 The result is a trove of stories, stretching back decades, through which she explores the relationship between human and bird. Some of these relationships were intense but transitory, like a cat-injured sparrow brought back to independence by grit and daily massages, while others have occupied her life for longer than her husband and children. For twenty-three years, Zick was the owned—at least as much as the owner—of a chestnut-fronted macaw named Charlie. I am proud to say that I was nipped by Charlie (and happy that he didn't draw blood), and I can attest to the deep, strange, tightly entwined bond between those two.
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In The Bluebird Effect: Uncommon Bonds with Common Birds, Julie lays out the ways in which her life and those of many birds—swallows and swifts, wrens and chickadees, woodpeckers and raptors, and many others—have intersected. By and large, these are not glamorous, rare species but the kinds of common backyard birds the rest of us see every day—cardinals and titmice, ospreys and robins—and to which we usually pay little more than passing attention.

To Julie, however, these daily encounters are windows into a sovereign principality—a world that overlaps ours but which is strikingly different, at once alien and familiar. They illuminate the grip that birds hold on her own life, and her attempts to reconcile our own connections and responsibilities to birds—from tiny plovers that nest on the same beaches where we sunbathe and play volleyball, to huge cranes that some people see as majestic symbols of American wilderness, and others as "sirloin on the wing."


 In the pages that follow, you'll also find hundreds of Julie's incredible watercolors and pencil sketches. More than almost any other contemporary artist, Zick has the ability to capture the spark of a living creature—the gift for translating motion and color into line and form, while retaining the essence of the bird.

What you won't find in this book, thankfully, is the kind of soupy, woollyminded treacle that tends to bubble up when someone is speculating on the emotional lives of birds. Zick is commonsensical, viewing her avian subjects with the pragmatic and unsentimental eye of the naturalist, even when what she sees is keenly moving.

She remembers what we often forget: that much of what underpins our passion for birds is a one-way street. Just because they can raise us to heights of joy and transcendence—by the glint of morning sun off the brassy hackles of a golden eagle in flight, through the ringing harmonics of a hermit thrush's song at daybreak, or the explosion of sound and motion as ten thousand snow geese leap simultaneously into the air—we are mere observers, watching from the wrong end of the binoculars.

Roger Tory Peterson once noted that love is probably the wrong word to use for our connection with birds, since love is a reciprocal emotion—and birds don't repay our feelings. But what makes The Bluebird Effect such a rare and important book is how Julie provides from her own unusual life plenty of examples of times that birds do reciprocate—the "uncommon bonds" of its title, when birds appeared to repay her passion and concern with, if not love, then trust and what may even be gratitude.
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Birds are not little automatons. The notion that they are merely feather-clad bundles of stimulus/response programming, which has long been the view of science, shortchanges the complexity that biologists like Julie observe in avian lives, and which research is beginning to unveil.

 But if birds are not rigidly coded robots, neither are they little people. If Julie's stories illuminate the fact that birds have a richer, deeper, more nuanced emotional life than scientists had long been willing to credit, her experiences also show very clearly that birds do not always (or even often) react to the world in ways we recognize as "human."

In the end, birds and people are both profoundly similar and profoundly different. With its lyrical words and lovely images—all backed by Zick's observant eye, biologist's instinct, and nature geek curiosity—The Bluebird Effect helps, at least a little, to bridge that gulf.

 


Scott Weidensaul

 August 2011


 Introduction

ITHACA, NEW YORK, is cold and gray through much of the winter and early spring, and the spring I came to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology to give a talk was no exception. As a child who staggered out of the Henrico County Public Library with head-high stacks of bird books, I thought—no, I knew—I'd attend Cornell, to trace the hallowed footprints of Louis Agassiz Fuertes, Arthur Allen, and Fredrick Kent Truslow, the men who'd written the words I committed to memory. Alas, in my Cornell interview, I was told that my math SAT scores weren't up to par to be accepted as a biology major, that I should probably be a journalist or a writer instead. So, being a pliant yet obstinate high school senior, I didn't even apply.

At Harvard, I couldn't compete with premedical students in biology, so I declared a major in biological anthropology and figured out how to take independent studies on bird behavior without having to take (flunk) organic chemistry. I wrote my way through college. I wanted so badly to become an ornithologist, but by all standard measures my brain wasn't organized right to fulfill what I'd thought was my destiny. I didn't want to cut birds up, measure them, or reduce them to mathematical equations (the trend in ornithology at the time). Heck, I couldn't do that. Five years later, I didn't want to be in academia anymore. I wanted to be in the field, to work with birds, to save them when they needed saving. I wanted to do something with them, to understand them, and the best way to do that seemed to be by helping them, watching them, sketching them, and writing down what they did. The writer Alice Sebold said, "It's very weird to succeed at thirty-nine years old and realize that in the midst of your failure, you were slowly building the life that you wanted anyway."
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So thirty-two years after leaving the Cornell University admissions office with my head hanging, having since parlayed a passion for birds into a crazy quilt of a career, I'm staying in Ithaca with my friend Alan Poole, a real ornithologist, and he's arranged for me to speak and show my paintings at the Lab of Ornithology, which is about the most exciting thing I could think of, having all this ancient, stored-up emotion about the place. He's on the telephone in the other room, trying to tell his daughter what I do. He starts off on a couple of different tacks and finally says, "She's a storyteller. That's what she is." And it's true.
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This book is many things—a sketchbook, a journal, an attempt to understand other beings—but it is not a dispassionate recitation of scientific truths about birds. It's a series of stories that I hope will pull back a curtain on their minds. I've worked with many species of birds in many capacities in my life as a naturalist, bird painter, and songbird rehabilitator. I included only those birds for which I had a satisfying story to tell. Each species has its own chapter. In order to be one of the twenty-five, a given species needed to come into my sphere several times, or in a particularly meaningful or instructive way. Many of the birds I write about came to me orphaned or injured. Others I've spent time studying and sketching in the wild. Some are ones that I've worked to manage, like piping plovers, least terns, and eastern bluebirds. One is Charlie, the macaw who is sitting on my shoulder as I write, who has been preening my eyelashes and sticking his rubbery tongue in my ear for twenty-three years. And one is just a will-o'-the-wisp, a giant woodpecker with its powerful ivory bill sunk deep in my psyche.

This book is as much about my process of learning about birds as it is about them. You will find me naming some of the birds and, when I know their sex, referring to them with the pronouns he, she, and who rather than it or that. They are birds, not people; I know that. But for me they are not merely objects of study or admiration. Birds, as I know them, are individuals. One scarlet tanager may behave completely differently from another; one piping plover will not react the same way to the same stimulus as his neighbor might. Birds have unique (for lack of a better word) personae, highly idiosyncratic reactions to the same stimuli. Like people, each one is different.
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As I looked through my journals, I struggled to translate them into something readable, wondering whether or how to allow my life and viewpoint to intrude on the central narrative. Because virtually all the revelations about birds that you'll find here are anecdotal, and because most of them have come of my personal experience with birds, I couldn't excise myself; I wouldn't know where to begin. And so some of the stories, such as the saga of becoming a mother to four orphaned hummingbirds, unfold in the form of a journal, just as my understanding of them blossomed with each passing day. As much as I wanted birds to be its focus, I realized that the book might turn out to be a memoir whether I willed it or not. And so it has.
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 Someone who's never raised orphaned songbirds can have little concept of what's involved in making them ready to fend for themselves. I hope, through these writings, that I'll give you a glimpse of the work required. I hope that you'll view wildlife rehabilitators with new eyes, and know a little more of what's behind the "warm and fuzzy" image most hold of them. We're anything but bunny huggers; we need to be flint-hard at the core. We do what it takes to get these birds out the door and back into the wild, and we're not going to fall down on the job just before the finish line. There's too much invested. The reward is in understanding how a bird thinks, how it develops, and how it might react to any given situation. It's an understanding so deep that it goes beyond words. That empathy with wild birds is my pay for a job very few choose to take on.
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In thinking about this book, I thought about some of my favorite nature books. I found out a lot about Bernd Heinrich as I explored his writings about ravens and owls; about Konrad Lorenz as I read about jackdaws, dogs, and geese; about Jane Goodall, though the subject was chimpanzees; about Elizabeth Marshall Thomas as I learned about dogs and cats; about Sy Montgomery as I followed her search for pink dolphins and moon bears. Their writings are personal, deeply human as well as humane. In the end, I find these people as interesting as their subjects. And I realize that it is in the zone where birds interact with people that I write my best stuff: I am a storyteller, always looking for a line into our common thoughts. I live for the moment when my gaze meets a bird's—that exchange of awareness of the "who" in each of us, the spark of understanding leaping from the bright bead of its eye to mine.

 It's that spark gleaming in the cupped hand of my own experience that I want to bring to you. I want to tell you their stories.
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 SPRING SONGBIRDS

Peeking into the Nest
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 The Bluebird Effect

I HAD KNOWN this day would come, had been thinking about it a lot lately, but I wasn't truly prepared for it. Mr. Troyer didn't come in for his mealworms this afternoon, February 16, 2000. His widow, if widow she be, is already consorting with another male, the same day Mr. Troyer disappeared. He came to the kitchen window to remind me about his mealworms this morning, and this afternoon he is simply gone, erased, replaced. Such is the nature of songbird bonds, even long-standing ones. Bluebirds can't live forever, after all, and this one, I know, was at least eight years old, and probably closer to nine: a Methuselah among bluebirds.

He wasn't banded, but he had been marked just the same, by the quick talons of a sharp-shinned hawk, on May 19, 1993. It was at that moment that he became more than just another bluebird to me, that our lives were knit together, that I began to know him as an individual.

Bill and I had been gardening all day, and dusk was approaching. My notes from that day:

 


Bill saved the male bluebird from a sharpie who barreled between the forsythia and garage, picked the male bluebird off the clothesline pole, and carried him, shrilling, for a distance before Bill's yelling scared the hawk into dropping him! Oh! I picked him up and checked him over, finding nothing that would keep him from flying. He sat sleeked and terrified on the TV antenna for about 40 seconds before flying to the orchard. He looked OK. His mate just sat on the wire, stunned. If Bill hadn't heard a robin scolding and thought fast, the bluebird just would have been gone in the morning.
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 This was not the considered action of a well-informed naturalist—though Bill more than qualifies. This was the same primitive response that snatches a toddler off a curb as a taxi sweeps by. Denying a sharp-shinned hawk a well-earned meal is not something we routinely do or recommend. There was no thought involved, and thus no excuse to be made for my husband's intervention. I think back on that moment as pivotal, though I couldn't have known it at the time. People speak of the "butterfly effect," describing the unknown consequences of a seemingly irrelevant action. Taken to its extreme, one flap of a butterfly's wings in Brazil might alter the atmosphere sufficiently to cause a tornado in Texas. Though I couldn't know it, this moment, for me, would herald eight years of the bluebird effect.

When the sharpshin dropped the bluebird, I picked him up. His tiny chest was heaving, his bill was wide open, and bright beads of blood dotted his left bicep and breast. Carefully, I spread both wings, stretched his legs, and blew a stream of air on the feathers on his breast to part them and search for wounds. Finding nothing gashed or broken, I smoothed his feathers and released him. His brood was due to fledge in four days, and he had work to do.
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For two days, we didn't see much of him; he sat mopily in the wooded border, left wing drooping. But then his parental instincts won out over his discomfort, and he helped his mate see the brood out of the box. But there was a marked difference in his demeanor. This once skittish bird seemed to have completely lost his fear of us, and he'd bathe merrily in the birdbath as I weeded less than ten feet away. On my hands and knees, I could feel the spray flying from his fluttering wings. A bird will not bathe if it feels the least bit threatened, because wet feathers spell vulnerability to predators. Clearly, he no longer regarded me as a threat. Could he view me as a protector after the hawk incident and actually feel safer when I was near? I thought back to other similar instances. One concerned barn swallows and can be found on [>] and [>]; another involved a woodpecker.
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A female hairy woodpecker who visited our peanut and suet feeders hit our large plate-glass window twice in the winter of 2000. The second time, she was knocked almost cold and lay sprawled on the lawn, vulnerable to attack from a predator. My heart sinking, I picked her up, checked her for broken bones, and, finding her intact, gently placed her in the crotch of a thick pine tree to recover. I checked on her several times over the next two hours and was glad to find her preening, then flying back to the feeding station for a snack. Her mate remained as shy as ever, as befits a hairy woodpecker, but the female showed not the slightest fear of me from that day on, feeding calmly as I filled feeders only a few feet away. Was she still stunned or had she reclassified me to "nonthreatening" in her mental catalog? I know it's unfashionable to conjure words like trust in a discussion of animal behavior, but as much as my mind circles around this and similar incidents, it keeps running into the same conclusion.

 Having forged this bond of trust, however mysterious, with the rescued bluebird, I took renewed interest in the course of his life. After all, he was instantly identifiable, with his drooping left wing. He was to nest with the same mate in the east box for the next three seasons, successfully fledging eighteen young. When the male bluebird nesting in our front yard suddenly disappeared, on March 16, 1996, I was surprised to see the injured male making forays from his eastern territory into the front yard. Little matter that he had a mate building a nest in the east box. He waved his wings at the widowed front yard female, who, seemingly energized by his presence, began gathering nesting material.

Singing vigorously, he encouraged her to build again in the front yard box. The widow had other ideas. She flew around the corner of our house to a box on the west side and began to build in it. Savagely, the droop-winged male attacked her and drove her back to the front yard box. Again and again she attempted to build in the west box, and each time he drove her back to the front yard. He went so far as to enter the west box and toss her nesting material on the ground!

I was mystified at his behavior, until I realized that he may have wanted both his mates in sight at once. From the front yard box, he could keep an eye on the east box. The west box, where the widowed female wanted to nest, was blocked by our house; there was no sightline between it and the east box. If he was to have a chance of squiring two females and holding two territories at once, he had to keep an eye on both at all times. When the widow finally gave in and took a billful of possum fur to the front yard box, he rewarded her with a soft caterpillar. His aggression ceased, and peace reigned. I marveled at this vehement demonstration of his preferences; it spoke to me of planning and forethought, an awareness of the way nest box placement played into his plan to raise broods with two females at once.
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With greatly reduced help from him, the injured male's first mate raised a brood of five in the east box. But his affections clearly had been won by the widowed front yard female. When, on June 16, 1996, a new male arrived to woo the east box female, the two-timing male had little argument. He settled in with the front yard female and conceded his first mate to the interloper. He'd had two broods by two females at one time, though, a rarely achieved feat in the bluebird world.

Now that they were an official pair, the droopy-winged male and the widowed female seemed to need a name. I decided on the Troyers, after the Amish bluebirder and inventor Andy Troyer. He had sent me a nifty slot box and PVC baffle to try out, and it was here that the pair settled. The name Mr. Troyer fit the injured bluebird somehow; like Andy, he was intelligent, with a zest for life. He came to know our schedule and would appear like magic at breakfast, lunch, and dinnertime, peering into the appropriate windows with a gentle reminder that he'd like to eat, too. In the morning, when I was rising from bed and dressing, he'd perch on a cast-iron bell just outside the window and watch for me to raise the blind. When the two set to their mealworm feast, Mr. Troyer always let his mate eat her fill before feeding himself.

 The pair seemed set on making bluebird history. While in 1994 and 1995, Mr. Troyer had managed to raise a total of only fourteen young with his first mate, in 1996, with the widow by his side, his production took off. That season alone, fourteen young in three broods fledged from the Troyers' box. (One of those was an orphan that I slipped into the box.) The 1997 season saw thirteen young in three broods, and 1998 resulted in seventeen fledged from four broods—a first for me in Ohio. There was a downturn in 1999, when all but one of the Troyers' second brood died of bacterial enteritis; still they managed to fledge nine that year in three broods. Carefully paging through my notes, I found that Mr. Troyer had fathered and fledged no fewer than sixty-seven young in his eight years of nesting in our yard, an awesome output for a droopy-winged bluebird.
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I have to take some credit—or blame—for this production, for it was unique among the fifteen bluebird boxes on our farm. Thanks to the close relationship we enjoyed with the pair, the Troyers were heavily subsidized with mealworms that I doled out onto the deck railing. Feeding them was easy and fun, and I enjoyed having the Troyers heckle me for food as I went about my chores. Spurred by this abundance of food, Mrs. Troyer usually had her first clutch complete by April Fools' Day, even as snow flew around the little slot box. In 1998, the banner year of four broods, I fed the pair as many mealworms as they could eat. And I learned a lesson at their expense.

 By the time their fourth and final brood of the year had fledged, at the astonishingly late date of September 14, 1998, the Troyers were clearly done in. Neither had followed a proper bluebird molting schedule, gradually replacing their feathers in late July through September. Instead, they looked like bad taxidermists' mounts. Mr. Troyer lost his tail all at once, and every feather on his head, and Mrs. Troyer didn't look much better. It was a wonder they were able to fly, much less feed their young. I realized that I had overtaxed their systems by offering too much food and encouraging them to raise one too many broods. I'd thrown their metabolisms off, and I clearly hadn't done them any favors. The fact was that they didn't need all those mealworms; the superabundance of food brought on overproduction and exhausted their energy reserves.
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 Not only that, but I would find out later that mealworms are quite high in phosphorus, which can upset a bird's calcium balance and lead to a deficiency of this all-important mineral—a clue to why their feathers looked so shabby. All that fall, I watched and worried as cool weather came on and the Troyers still wore their shabby summer feathers. To my great relief, their smooth autumnal plumage finally emerged, and the Troyers looked good by mid-October. I resolved never to do that to any bird again and quit offering mealworms in anything but cold, wet, or icy weather.

By the spring of 1999, I realized that Mr. Troyer was getting old. A house sparrow had cornered him in his box and pecked the back of his head bald: another identifying mark for the bird who'd become a beloved neighbor to me. We tackled the house sparrow problem, trapping the offending pair, and the Troyers carried on with their fourth season together. It wasn't to be their best; that was the year bacterial enteritis killed all but one of their young in the second brood. After the Troyers abandoned her, I took her in and fed her until she was strong enough to be fostered into another box. Wisely, they switched boxes for their third brood, nesting on the west side of the house. That's the best way to avoid an infectious disease, I thought. I rinsed the first box with bleach and settled back to watch. I hoped Mrs. Troyer was pleased to finally occupy the box she'd chosen and been dissuaded from using three years earlier.

Five healthy young fledged from their third brood of 1999, and then construction started on an addition to our house, which effectively eliminated the Troyers' territory. Great gaping pits and piles of earth replaced their lush lawn and flower garden habitat. The Troyers wisely quit the premises. They'd appear first thing in the morning, a few fledglings in tow, and sit atop the chimney, surveying what had once been their yard. Then they'd fly off down the orchard to parts unknown. I felt terrible about it and promised them that we'd rebuild their old home better than ever once the addition was completed in the winter. I hoped they wouldn't desert us altogether, though I couldn't have blamed them if they did.
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On a fine September day in 1999, the Troyers returned and asked for a handout as if nothing had ever happened. Their box was back up in the front yard, and they inspected it. From then on they were regulars, navigating the construction moonscape with aplomb. All winter they stayed around, accepting mealworm snacks at sunup and sundown, and disappearing deep into the woods during the day.

Spring crept on and buds started to swell, and the Troyers' thoughts turned to nesting once again. Mr. Troyer spent increasing periods sitting on and near the box, singing intermittently and waving his wings on fine mornings. What a trouper, what a life he'd had, I thought, and marveled that he was ready to start perhaps his ninth season of nesting, to feed and fledge yet more young. He was the first bluebird to nest on our farm, moving in the same spring that we did and nesting in the first box we ever put up. He'd weathered floods and drought and ice storms, construction and excavation, a sharpshin attack and a sparrow drubbing, and who knows what other vicissitudes that I hadn't had the privilege of witnessing. One summer he'd taken ill and developed a sneeze and cough, and he became sluggish and stopped feeding his young. I worried him through that, trying to figure out how to administer an antibiotic in his mealworms, but against the odds he recovered and carried on.

 We'd intervened so often on his behalf that I suppose it was open to question whether Mr. Troyer was truly a wild bird. He should have been dead in 1993, and would have been, but for Bill. That was fifty-three young and seven years ago. Through it all, he taught me the ways of a bluebird, the thought processes of which he was capable, the dispassionate hedging of bets that led him to abandon a sickly brood and try again. I was desperately fond of him, his old droopy wing, and his bald spot.

The last time I saw him, he was perched on the front door awning, peering in the kitchen window at me as I played with our new baby, Liam, on the floor. "Mealworms? Aren't you forgetting my mealworms?" he seemed to say. Dutifully, I put them out, and he and Mrs. Troyer feasted. That afternoon, he was gone. The smooth, gunmetal blue male sharpshin who often strafed the yard might have borne him off without a trace, plucked him in the woods, littering the duff with bright azure feathers as he stoked his own frantic fire. I would never know what happened to Mr. Troyer.
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 That same afternoon, Mrs. Troyer was being escorted by a new male, a sleek, young thing, traces of juvenile plumage lingering about his throat, snappy and boisterous in movement and song. How quickly she allowed her mate to be replaced! They were a pair the same day. I should be more like her, I thought, willing to fast-forward to the next act. I suppose if my allotted span were less than a decade, I'd be better at it, but we humans have time to mull and grieve and reflect on a life well lived, no matter how small. I had held him in my hand, helped his young through rain and cold, changed his nests when parasites threatened, fed him in bitter cold and snow, spoken to him nearly every day for seven years.

I thought about human intervention and the debates around bird feeding. I have colleagues who view bird feeding as the equivalent of turning wild birds into backyard pets. I know birders who have never opened a bag of sunflower seed. Knowledgeable bluebirders maintain that bluebirds don't need a mealworm subsidy to thrive and raise young, and I know that, on the whole, they are right. When a week of cold rain hits in midsummer, soaking the adults and making it impossible for them to find food, many trail operators simply clean the starved nestlings out of the houses so the adults can start again. I, on the other hand, travel box to box with tweezers and mealworms, and feed the young birds through the hardship. It's not easy, and it's going overboard, I know, but I am compelled to do it, and I don't apologize for it. I feel responsible for these birds who have chosen to nest in my boxes.

My thoughts jumped to the larger issue: where would bluebirds, as a species, be without human intervention? When the long-term decline of bluebirds became evident in the 1960s, the nationwide move to provide housing for them was the largest single-species conservation effort ever launched. Thanks to pioneers like Lawrence Zeleny, who worked hard to make their plight known; thanks to thousands of dedicated bluebird trail operators across the nation and to state and national outreach organizations like the North American Bluebird Society, eastern bluebirds have rebounded. Their upright silhouettes mark telephone wires and fencerows across America.

 In my experience with Mr. Troyer, I created a microcosm of the larger picture. By waving our arms at one hawk, we'd unwittingly allowed fifty-three more young bluebirds into the world. I'd had the privilege of chronicling the long and productive life of a single bird, whom I'd never have recognized had he not been marked by the hawk. I'd learned a valuable lesson about nearly loving birds to death with too much of the wrong food. My little girl, Phoebe, had known the magic of providing for wild birds who would come to within an arm's length when she called to them. We had intervened, and we were much the richer for it. One bluebird had made the world a more beautiful place for us, and his memory, a small azure flame, burns in my heart.
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 Tree Swallow

The Early Bird Wins My Heart

MARCH 23: He sits on the old phone line running into the house, the one I wouldn't let the telephone company crew take down when they finally buried our line. Yes, it was unsightly and no longer necessary, but where would the tree swallow rest when he came back each spring? Where would the barn swallows line up to chatter like wind-up toys? Where would the bluebirds arrange their nestlings' fecal sacs like a string of dubious pearls? I look up at the indigo and white bird on the wire. His small, flat head turns side to side as I walk directly under him, talking to him, congratulating him on another migration completed. He peers down and chirrups like a friendly parakeet. Our tree swallow is back.

I haven't always been such a fan of tree swallows. As a nascent bluebird landlord in the early 1980s, I saw them as rivals for the few nest boxes I was able to maintain. I hated to see a pair, three, or even four tree swallows gang up on an eastern bluebird, driving it to the ground and sometimes even injuring or killing it. So ferocious was the competition for nest boxes that I had to pair them wherever I mounted them, lest the swallows outcompete the birds I really wanted. Such was the case in Connecticut, where tree swallows are abundant. I had to move to southern Ohio to realize how much I missed them. In 1992, we knew of only one location in our county where tree swallows nested, in a flooded backwater with lots of hole-riddled dead trees. Over the ensuing twenty years, tree swallows have dramatically expanded their breeding range, likely a response to the increasing popularity of bluebird nest box trails. They are now firmly established throughout Ohio and breeding as far south as the Carolinas. Not only that, but in 2006 they began to take advantage of Ohio's longer breeding season to double-brood in my nest boxes, something that was unheard of in New England. The leopard may not be able to change its spots, but, given time, the tree swallow can push out two broods in a single season.
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 Everything in the tree swallows' makeup seems to be geared to taking over scarce nesting cavities. They appear in March, inspecting cavities before flying insects may be widely available, clinging to life by eating things such as hard, waxy bayberries and even sedge and bulrush seeds. Still they rush to nest and lay eggs, and I worry about the adults when the temperatures dip below freezing. Sometimes tree swallows pile up together in nest boxes, sharing their body warmth, waiting out the cold in a torporlike state. And they will bask in periods of sunshine. But what will they find to eat? With years of observation behind me, I don't fret quite as much now.

In southern Ohio, it's fairly common for tree swallows to lay a full clutch of five or six eggs, then be forced to abandon them temporarily when the weather turns foul. Our birds head en masse to the Ohio River, where they subsist on aquatic insect hatches until the weather warms and their usual insect prey becomes abundant again. I've learned to trust them to return.

The mysteries locked in the heads of swallows, in their pearly pink eggs, are greater and deeper than we can fathom. I've seen this scenario time and time again. A pair of tree swallows arrives in March, builds a nest through April, then lays eggs in May. Cold, wet weather arrives, the flying insect supply dwindles to nothing, and the birds vanish, leaving their partially incubated eggs cold in the nest. My first instinct is to remove the nest, to allow the birds to start over. And yet, knowing something of swallows, I hesitate and leave the clutch. A week goes by; the eggs lie cold. I envision the squirming embryos stilled, killed.

But a clutch of tree swallow eggs, partially incubated, then left untended for a week, will still hatch. Not all may survive, but most of them will hatch. The tree swallow knows that; the bluebird knows it, too. I've documented it on our farm time and time again: the "abandoned nest" with its stone-cold eggs suddenly re-claimed when sunshine and warm temperatures return. It defies reason, and yet it happens. First, do no harm: I caution people who call or write with questions about their nest boxes to trust the birds to know what they're doing, no matter how screwy it seems to us. So many well-intentioned landlords throw out cold eggs, unaware of the birds' greater plan, and thinking, as humans usually do, that we know best. Only occasionally is that true.
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And so I reflect on my tree swallow wars—when I favored bluebirds over them, when I thought I knew what was right—with a tinge of shame. It has taken me years to realize that in only two instances can I justify species discrimination, and that's when European starlings or house sparrows (both invasive exotic birds) take over a nest box meant for native species. Deciding, on the other hand, that a bluebird should take precedence over a tree swallow is like stating that a tulip is a better flower than a daffodil. It's an arbitrary choice and has no basis in reality. Living without tree swallows, I came to miss them terribly, and the turtlelike head of a swallow, poking out of one of my nest boxes to watch me as I walk up, always splits my face in a grin. Each spring, we buy bags of white chicken and goose feathers from craft stores, tossing them up into the mild air, listening for the snap of a swallow's bill as it snatches the prize from the sky. Our tree swallows have lavishly lined nests, and studies in Michigan have shown that the more feathers line a tree swallow nest, the more young fledge from it. Insulation is the key to survival if a bird would nest in cruel April.
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The swallows come to know us, some even to trust us. Sometimes a female won't budge off her eggs after I open the box, and I can gently move her with my finger to get a count, then close the box and leave her still sitting. Their liquid twitters, like paper clips being shaken in a little tumbler, define early spring just as much as clear light and bursting buds, periwinkle skies and high, hazy clouds. Skies with tiny triangles swooping, twittering, jingling—skies graced with tree swallows.

 Tree swallows have taught me that birds, their distribution and behavior, are much more fluid than we realize. That a species's range can expand many hundreds of miles in a few years; that the incubation period of their eggs can fluctuate from twelve to twenty-two days, depending on the weather. That almost nothing where birds are concerned is set in stone. They are creatures of change, creatures of air, their only charge to adapt to a capricious environment in the best way they can.
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 Speaking of Starlings

IT'S TEMPTING to dismiss the European starling as a nuisance; a greedy, filthy pig of a bird, known only for the myriad ways in which it inconveniences or disgusts us. In winter, when they're gobbling down the suet dough I mix up for the birds I want at my feeders, I think of a starling as nothing more than a capacious digestive tract propelled by a set of triangular wings. Input, output; they wolf down my homemade bird food, process it, and deposit it seemingly seconds later all over my porch.

And yet ... catch a starling in spring sunshine, glowing with oily green and purple, tiny buff stars (the "starlings" of its poetic name) running down its back and under its tail. Look for the turquoise glow at the base of its corn yellow bill. And as soon as it perceives that it is the focus of your interest, it will be gone. If starlings know anything, they know how we despise them. There is a mind under that sloping forehead, behind the small, glittering eyes set low by the corners of its bill.

On a busy street in Marietta, Ohio, only a block from the Bird Watcher's Digest office, I stop for a red light and watch a starling on the wire overhead. It is flying repeatedly down to a spot in the middle of the intersection. I wonder what food could so entice it to dodge traffic again and again. Drawing closer, I see it walking tight circles around another starling, just killed. It steps aside as the cars roar past, then returns to the dead bird's side. It can only be the starling's mate. An hour later, I see the bird, still sitting on the wire, still watching what is now just a paste of feathers, unrecognizable to any but its mate.
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 In the course of painting the development of a nestling, I spent two weeks regularly raiding a starling nest in a plastic martin gourd in our yard. I'd take the baby out at the same time each morning, sketch and paint it from life, then replace it in its nest. I was impressed with the sheer heft and size of the nestling, compared to all the other birds I'd worked with. It had a strong, rank, horsy odor, and I wondered at the reports that starlings make good eating, making a mental note never to try one. But what impressed me most was the palpable intelligence in this creature as it changed over the course of two weeks from a formless blob of pink protoplasm to a feathered youngster. One eye slit opened on Day 7, and the bird turned its head from side to side, taking in its surroundings and acting on the information it was able to collect. Unlike any other week-old bird I'd worked with, it seemed to be hatching a plan to escape, its mind well ahead of its still-helpless body.

On its eighth day, the nestling figured out that I'd feed it as I worked, and it gobbled down moistened parrot chow, snuggling into my hand for warmth. On the ninth day, it shivered pitifully, for it was still devoid of feathers, just a large pink dollop of guts, topped by enormous yellow clown lips. The drawing stage of the portrait finished, I cradled it to my chest as I painted its likeness. It stopped shivering and asked for food. It would have been easy to fall for this creature, as homely as it was, for the consciousness that glimmered behind its eyes. Mozart kept a pet starling that could whistle parts of his concertos, with its own improvisations and additions. When it died, three years later, he held a funeral, with invited guests in full mourning dress. His eulogy speaks of the composer's sense of loss:


 


 A little fool lies here

Whom I held dear—

A starling in the prime

Of his brief time

Whose doom it was to drain

Death's bitter pain.

Thinking of this, my heart

Is riven apart.

Oh reader! Shed a tear,

You also, here.

He was not naughty, quite,

But gay and bright,

And under all his brag

A foolish wag.

This no one can gainsay

And I will lay

That he is now on high,

And from the sky,

Praises me without pay

In his friendly way.

Yet unaware that death

Has choked his breath,

And thoughtless of the one

Whose rime is thus well done.

—June 14, 1787
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 I kept a starling for several weeks, having agreed to release it for a friend who, with a little instruction from me, had hand-raised it. (I had decided to devote myself to a robin and a catbird instead.) Einstein, as she named it, enjoyed riding on my shoulder as I moved around the house and yard, and I liked the bird, even when it would suddenly insert its closed bill into my ear canal or (worse) my nostril. It would then gape widely, turning its bill into a miniature but very powerful speculum and eliciting a startled yelp from its caretaker. This is the same behavior starlings employ when looking for grubs in a lawn: stab, gape, gobble; stab, gape, gobble. I'm not sure what it was looking for in my nose and ear; perhaps simply the drama of my reaction.

Einstein's release was a fairly swift endeavor, compared to those of other songbirds I'd raised. The starling set to poking about in the lawn with gusto. On its first full day outside, I heard a tap on the studio window. Einstein was standing on the windowsill with a shiny nickel in its bill. When I emerged from the house with my palm full of mealworms, Einstein dropped the nickel into my hand. Though the nickel didn't go far in paying for the fifty thousand mealworms it took to feed the young starling, I certainly felt richer for my brief contact with this brainy bundle of fat and feathers.

Starlings invest a great deal of care in their broods, and they are not as prolific as their numbers might suggest. In Ohio, they are single-brooded, laying eggs in April and investing all their time and attention in the young through the end of May. Comparing notes with purple martin landlords, who spend much of their time battling interloping starlings, I learned that if an Ohio starling has not laid eggs by June 1, it is not likely to attempt nesting at all that season.

I found their strategy interesting in its contrast to that of most other garden birds I'd studied. While open-cup nesters such as field and chipping sparrows leave the nest at the impossibly tender age of one week, and robins stay as long as fourteen days, cavity-nesting birds such as bluebirds remain in the nest for an average of eighteen days. Starlings hang on for as long as twenty-one to twenty-four days — longer even than tree swallows or purple martins. Why should this be? The answer seems to lie in their post-fledging behavior.
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 Young starlings, in sharp contrast to sparrows and bluebirds, burst from the nest completely feathered, with substantial tails, and flying well. From that moment on, they accompany their parents as the adults forage. While sparrows, warblers, robins, and bluebirds "stash" their offspring in thick cover, returning to feed them dozens of times a day, starlings take the kids along. It's easy to see them in June, soot gray fledglings trundling behind their parents on emerald lawns, voicing a harsh and insistent krrrr! Such early mobility in the young birds heralds an unusually short juvenile dependency period—as little as one day, or as long as twelve days—when the parent birds feed their young, gradually decreasing the subsidy until the fledglings are on their own. At this point, juvenile starlings gang up in flocks, presumably learning about food, predators, and life as they go. Could this aspect of their biology be an Achilles' heel?
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Inconceivable as it may be to those of us who wave flocks of starlings off with a broom as they denude a suet feeder or a fruiting dogwood, starlings are declining across much of Europe and are red-listed (designated a species of highest conservation concern) in the United Kingdom. Changes in the survival rate of first-year birds seem to be the single greatest factor in the decline, with food availability a major contributor. Since starlings so closely follow human-altered landscapes, using artificial structures as nest sites and lawns as feeding grounds, things as simple as changes in turf management, new pesticides, and watering regimes could have a large impact on starling foraging success.


 There are many in North America who express the desire to see the starling exported back to its native Europe by the container load on a slow boat. We still have far too many. But the species's precipitous decline in Europe could herald an ecological change that as yet escapes our perception. I'm of two minds on starlings; half of me respects their rough-and-tumble spunk and their piercing intellect, while the other half bemoans their negative impact on native nesting birds like flickers, red-headed woodpeckers, and bluebirds, whose cavities they usurp every spring. It would be ironic should starlings be decimated in their native land, leaving North America as their population stronghold. Are we ready to be the global keepers of a species we despise, a bird we poison and roust wherever it attempts to roost?

As much as we try to spurn it, the starling hangs on to our structures and our way of life. With a gift for mimicry, it renders startling imitations of car alarms, barking dogs, yelling children, clanking machinery, and sundry birdsongs in its rapid-fire monologues. As much as I enjoy their songs and their portly presence on my lawn, I stop at allowing starlings to take over our flicker and purple martin nest boxes. I try to throw out their nesting material as soon as it appears. One spring I got lazy, and a pair of starlings went so far as to lay a clutch of pale blue eggs in the flicker house.
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Now, throwing nesting material out of a birdhouse is one thing, but throwing starling eggs out is tough. There's life in each little capsule, and discarding eggs bothers me. Still, I told myself I'd do it. Right after I finished the laundry. I pinned the clothes up on the line, enjoying the fresh breeze and the rare, warm, early spring sunshine. The starling sang from a telephone wire overhead, whistling and barking, grunting and wheezing, the way starlings do. I loved listening to his ever-changing bird station.

 It was peaceful out there, just me, a basket of wet clothes, and the starling. Our toddler, Liam, was teetering on the edge of abandoning his afternoon nap, but I'd fought him down this time, and I had a couple of hours off-duty. He was napping. His bedroom window was right over my head. And I heard his voice. "Mommy? Mommy?"

Ack! So much for downtime. But the soft, sweet voice had come from my right, from the pointed bill of the starling perched on the telephone wire. Mouth agape, I listened, smothering amazed laughter. As a little experiment, I called softly to him. "Mommy?" The starling paused, then answered, "Maa! Maa!" in Liam's voice. My plans to toss his nest and pale blue eggs into the weeds evaporated on the spot.

The talking starling and his mate raised five sooty nestlings in our flicker box. When they finally left the nest, I took the box down. I liked that starling, but we don't need any more of them here. A starling comes around every spring, singing hopefully about the place, but he's going to have to come up with something else to amaze me if he's to get back in my flicker nest box. I keep glancing at the eaves, expecting a dew-spangled spider web that reads, "TERRIFIC!" or "RADIANT!" or "SOME STARLING!" to appear. Some people say the animals talk at midnight on Christmas Eve. I don't know about that. Here, it happened about noon, on a sunny spring day.
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 Chickadee

Tough Tit
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I THINK OF CHICKADEES—Carolinas are the ones with which I've had the most experience—as tiny corvids. They're like mini-jays, with much the same appetites, intelligence, boldness, and abilities—wrapped in tiny, fluffy packages. Chickadees are not necessarily as nice as they are cute. My friend the humorist Al Batt says he thanks God chickadees aren't the size of hawks. Nobody would go outside. Open a nest box with an incubating chickadee, and it may hiss, then strike like a snake, hitting its beak against the nesting material with enough force to give you pause. My heart always races, and I jump, repeating the mantra, "It's only a chickadee. It can't really hurt you." Offer it a finger, and it may give you a good bite before quitting the premises, though. Chickadees are scrappers.

I began to awaken to the true nature of chickadees when I got a bright idea that turned out in practice to be a dumb one. I thought I might mount two nest boxes on the same pole, one atop the other. The top box had a one-inch hole, meant for chickadees, and the bottom box had a one-and-a-half-inch hole, intended for bluebirds. I thought I was a pretty slick nest box landlord when my plan unfolded perfectly. Carolina chickadees claimed the bottom box, and east-ern bluebirds built a grass nest in the top one. The chickadees were building their moss nest while the bluebird was laying eggs just above. And one by one, the bluebird eggs disappeared as they were laid. Finally, I set up watch on the box and saw one of the chickadees disappear into the bluebird box, perhaps to make sure no more eggs had been laid.

 There wasn't much left to do but remove the bluebird box, leave the chickadees undisputed rulers of their neighborhood, and relocate the bluebirds. Who'd have thought a sweet little chickadee would remove bluebird eggs? I thought back to several other occasions when I'd had mysterious egg disappearances in bluebird nest boxes. Since all my boxes are baffled with two-foot lengths of six-inch stovepipe, snakes and mammals could not be at fault. When a sprig or two of moss would appear in the pirated nest, I'd have a clue as to the perpetrator. (Carolina chickadees like to use green moss in their nest foundations.) In most cases, the chickadees never moved in; they just removed the bluebird eggs. It's possible that chickadees remove eggs from the nest boxes they're simply considering for takeover, or to lessen competition for food within their territories. Lesson learned. I'd make no more bird condos.

It's hard to say whether the behavior birds exhibit in artificial nest boxes (especially two mounted one right on top of the other) is a true reflection of what goes on in natural cavities, so I give chickadees the benefit of the doubt. They're nowhere near the egg pirates that house wrens are, but it's clear that they have the potential to be home wreckers—something few of us who are dazzled by their black-capped charm at our feeders might suspect.

We put a box up in the orchard in 2005 just for Carolina chickadees. The entrance hole is only one inch across, which rules out anything but chickadees and house wrens as nesters. It stood empty that year, suffering the attempts of a downy woodpecker to hack into it, but on April 9, 2006, I was elated to find that the inside front of the box had been laboriously chipped away, making a three-quarter-inch-thick layer of fine splinters on the bottom of the box. Only a chickadee could have gained access to do this—a natural, albeit unnecessary excavating behavior. Over the wood splinters was laid a four-inch carpet of dry green moss. Atop the moss layer was a fine, buff mass of plant down, filamentous inner bark, and deer and rabbit hair—the softest bedding imaginable. I thought of the Jedd bird, in Dr. Seuss's Sleep Book, whose bed is: "the softest of beds in the world, it is said."


 [image: [Image]]


 By April 24 the nest was complete, with a deep cup, almost a tunnel, of plant down, fur, and feathers cradling six rufous-flecked eggs. Female chickadees carefully cover their eggs with a flap of this soft bedding whenever they leave the box during the laying period, a bit of calculating behavior that I find quite endearing. It doubtless keeps the eggs warm, and it may also reduce egg destruction by house wrens.

For the first couple of years that I had a nest box trail, in the early 1980s, I would check chickadee boxes and find no eggs, then be amazed to find a complete clutch of six or even seven eggs the very next day, already under incubation. I learned to feel gently down through the layers of fur and fiber for the smooth domes of the eggs. The cinnamon-speckled white eggs are so tiny and fragile that it's easy to poke a hole in them with an errant fingernail—you really can't be too careful. They're much too small to handle safely with big, clumsy fingers. Looking for eggs, I've learned to peel the flap of fur away from the nest cup like a blanket, rather than risk breaking an egg by trying to feel for it. I find myself wondering how a bird weaves such a blanket with only a bill as a tool, and marveling.

Though spring is my busiest season, with birding festivals and speaking engagements all around the country, I was particularly anxious to be home when the orchard chickadees hatched in early May 2006. I wanted to paint portraits of the chicks each day as they grew and developed. This series of nestling paintings is a self-guided, intermittent project I've been working on for years. I had done the math, and I knew this clutch of six eggs was due to hatch on Saturday, May 6, while we were working at a nature festival in West Virginia. We would get back late Sunday, and I knew I'd have to get with it the next morning in order to document as much of their lives as possible.
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Sure enough, the eggs are replaced by squirming pink flesh when I open the box on Monday morning. Oh, they are impossibly tiny. I am delighted to find one that looks as if it had hatched a day later than the others, so for the first session I take two—the tiniest one and a medium-size chick. From the start, the smallest chick is active and vociferous, peeping loudly and standing up on its tarsometatarsi to beg. You'd better beg hard, I think. Does it know it is the runt? Does it know that its life depends on competing successfully with its larger siblings? Helpless to resist its nearly ultrasonic call, I dice up a small, tender mealworm and feed it with forceps. The older chick lies quietly. It is visibly larger and better filled out than its sibling, and it doesn't peep or beg. On this first day, I paint both the smallest chick and a larger sibling, and trust that I've recorded a two-day-old and a three-day-old chick for my project.

Chickadees hatch naked, and I am surprised to find no body down and only a small crown of down atop the head. Perhaps this is why the nest is the softest and warmest imaginable, why the chicks snuggle at the bottom of an eight-inch tunnel of feathers, fur, and plant fuzz. Birds hatching in open-cup nests are much downier; baby house finches, for instance, wear halos of bluish white head and body fuzz that cover them in their open nests like down comforters.
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 As I draw the nestlings, I think about what it is that makes them chickadees. They are very round and compact, with short necks and cobby bodies. Something I notice on Day 4 is the strength and coordination of their feet. I've never lifted a nestling that young that clung so well to the nest material, and even took some with it. Of course, grown chickadees make their living by clinging and hanging upside down. Any flights they make are fairly short—flits, really—from tree to tree. Locomotion and foraging have much to do with the legs and feet in chickadees. I am amused to see the nestlings occasionally flipping over on their backs in the nest as they beg for food, and just as quickly righting themselves with their hefty legs.

It is a stunning exercise, to be in on every day of a chickadee's development. I put the chick in a little plastic tub lined with tissues, observe it carefully, and paint it from life. Then I return it to the nest, to take it out at the same time the next day. It changes so much from day to day that I can hardly believe it's the same chick I had the day before. Unlike many other species I've worked with, this chick doesn't peep or beg. When I suddenly sneeze, I say "Excuse me!" in a small voice, and its bill flies open. I guess I sound like a chickadee to it. I stuff four tender white mealworms into its gaping bill. By feeding my subjects abundant, age-appropriate food, I try to return the favor of their temporarily modeling for me.





[image: [Image]]

By May 11, it has turned windy, cold, and rainy, with the temperature dropping through the lower fifties by afternoon. It's dogwood winter, as they say in West Virginia, cold laid over snow-white blossoms. I begin to worry about this brood. The weather forecast is for rain for the next six days. When I take the chick back to its nest, I feed as many of its siblings as will open their bills, then leave a stash of tender, newly molted white mealworms on the roof of the box for the adults to dole out. They accept my offering unhesitatingly. In anticipation of the cold spring rains that always seem to come when young birds are in the nest, I have laid in a supply of three thousand mealworms. I have a feeling I will be subsidizing a number of birds in the coming week. I do this by duct-taping plastic jar lids to the tops of the nest boxes and filling them with mealworms. The hard part of this painting project is worrying about my subjects, who become more precious to me with each passing day, as models and as individuals.

 I'm increasingly intrigued by the smallest chick, which apparently is mysteriously and profoundly retarded in its development. At ten days old, it is still naked, an anomaly among its rapidly feathering nestmates. Its wings look like a seven-day-old's, but its body is the size of a five-day-old's. It has no spinal or cervical feather tracts showing, and yet its wing feathers are bursting their sheaths. I wonder and worry what will happen to it when the other four are ready to fly. Most of all, I'm amazed that it has survived this long. It begs more aggressively than its nestmates, as if trying to make up for its obvious shortcomings by ingesting as much food as possible.



[image: [Image]]

I pass the next few days trotting out to replenish the mealworm cup and painting both normal and stunted nestlings. It rains steadily until May 17, when the temperature finally creeps into the upper sixties. By now, at Day 12, the normal chick I'm painting can perch on my finger. I take the runt in to paint at the same time, and it wraps its lilac-colored toes around its sibling's leg. How sweet! Its siblings look like fully feathered, clown-lipped versions of their parents; this one looks like a six-day-old. What will become of it when they fledge?

 I have to stop my painting project when the chicks reach Day 13, because I risk frightening them from the nest before they're ready to fly. I wonder and worry about the runt. Is it still growing, however slowly? On Day 17, I can no longer stand the suspense. Silently, I open the box, and, with one finger, I count chickadee heads deep in the fur-lined tunnel of their nest. All five are present and warm to the touch. I close the box and hope that they will fledge late, giving the runt time to catch up.

On Day 23, the box stands empty, but the two fecal sacs still in the nest are soft and wet. I imagine they're from the runt, doubtless the last to leave. I envision it hopping on the ground, its parents still tending it, until it is finally able to fly. How I wish I could know what finally became of it. If the parents' dedication to its care continued after fledging, it had a good chance of finally becoming a chickadee. They'd pulled the brood through a soaking, cold week of dogwood winter, suffered my ministrations, and accepted my subsidy. I felt a part of them, happy that I'd contributed to their survival.

Seeing chickadees flit back and forth for what seems like an endless succession of sunflower seeds and peanut bits at my feeders, I wonder how much they depend on winter feeding stations. A study of Carolina chickadees showed that fully 7 percent more birds survive the winter when they have access to feeders. Like many birds, chickadees split their diet down the middle in winter, half being vegetable, the other half insects and their eggs. In summer, 90 percent of their sustenance derives from invertebrates. I've watched a Carolina chickadee land on a twig and begin tearing at a large bullet-shaped, brown wad of leaves that I hadn't even realized was a silkworm moth cocoon until the bird showed it to me. Faced with a large prey item like a pupa, a chickadee will hold it in its toes and tear off bits—the miniature hawk image, complete.


 [image: [Image]]


 In winter, Carolina chickadees are subordinate to the larger, stronger tufted titmice, which kick them out of their territories. The chickadees, in their turn, kick the smaller kinglets off their turf. It's a tough world out there, and these tiny, fluffy, deceptively cute scraps of energy are built to survive in it.
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