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Cover photo: Retired systems engineer Jerry Acton photographed this Eastern Bluebird in his backyard in upstate New 
York. The male was guarding the nestbox where his mate was on five eggs. A dedicated mate, he would leave his crabapple 
perch to take food to her in the nestbox. He and his mate later had a second clutch of four. “What a delight to have all of 
them right in my backyard!!!” You can see more of Jerry’s fine photos at www.jerryacton.com
Table of Contents photo: Red-breasted Sapsucker and the sap wells it has drilled to feast on the sap and any insects that 
are drawn to it. Image by Kevin L. Cole (www.kevinlcole.com).
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Spring Message To Our Affiliate 
Organizations

Phil Berry
By now we are all looking forward to the day when 
we see our first bluebird checking out our nestboxes. 
In some areas that has already happened, others will 
follow shortly. Looking back to the day you decided to 
join NABS, bluebirds are the reason you did so. Many 
of us belong to NABS Affiliates, and as you may know, 
these Affiliates help us put on our annual convention 
and meeting. This year, 2012, will be hosted by the 
Southern California Bluebird Club in Newport Beach, 
California, October 4–6. I would like to encourage all 
Affiliate members to join us there for three exciting 
days. By registering now you will be helping NABS 
by helping us plan our future. Easy registration is 
available by simply going to the NABS website at 
www.nabluebirdsociety.org/convention.htm and 
downloading the convention registration package. We 
are encouraging children and grandchildren to come 
along for a great time.

I will be contacting all of our Affiliates soon regarding 
an update of all our records. Some have become inactive 
over time and I need to ensure that we are current with 
you. I intend to get this done before you read this, but in 
case you have not heard from me personally by the end 
of March, please contact me at pbsialia@gmail.com with 
current contact names and phone numbers, as well as an 
email address.

And lastly, Good Luck with your bluebirds this year. 
Ours have already started nesting the third week of 
February, and yours either have or will shortly. Have a 
bluebird year!

Phil Berry
VP for Affiliate Relations
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Well I have had a few months now to settle in and I 
thank those of you who sent warm welcome notes. 
It seems that some folks were surprised by the 
change in the presidency, but let me assure you that 
the transition is going just fine. As I write this the 
Ridgeways are enjoying a well-earned vacation in 
Hawaii while I get to enjoy a fresh light snowfall!

Just as a bit of a reminder on our Bylaws (available 
on the NABS website) — the membership at large 
elects the NABS Directors at the annual meeting 
held during our conference; within 90 days of that 
meeting, the Directors elect the Executive Committee 
(President, 1st & 2nd VP, Treasurer, and Secretary). 
The President can stand for three consecutive one-
year terms and for additional one-year terms with 
a two-thirds vote of the Directors. We all thank 
Jonathan and Lynne for their lengthy service on 
the Executive and continue to work with them as 
Directors on the Board.

Another issue that members have asked about since 
the publication of the Summer 2011 Bluebird is the 
hiring of an Executive Director and possible changes 
to the way NABS conducts business. Although 
Jonathan alluded to changes he saw that may be 
considered in the future, I wish to point out the most 
important part of his article was stated in the second 
paragraph — the opinions expressed were his own 
and it was the first occasion that they were being 
expressed to any of the Officers or Board of Directors. 
There has been no request to have this subject 
on a Board agenda by any of the Directors. NABS 
continues to run totally on volunteer participation 
and no change is anticipated in the near future. Your 
Board is hard at work and in-between meetings, the 
Executive Committee conducts business by email and 
conference calls.

So what’s happening?

The Bylaw Committee, chaired by Brian Swanson, 
is reviewing changes that will allow for a fairer 
representation by all members in the voting process. 
Once these have been vetted by the Board they will 
be published and, if completed in time, voted on by 
the membership at the conference in California in 
October.

The Nomination Committee, chaired by Barbara 
Chambers, is preparing a slate of candidates for 
election to the Board of Directors. If you wish to 

submit a name for consideration, please read Article 
XI of the Bylaws and remember that nominations 
close on July 7. Terms for Directors will be from one 
to three years in order to get us into the triennial 
classes as set out in our Bylaws. This will ensure that 
going forward there will only be one-third of the 
Directors up for re-election in any one year.

The Nestbox Approval Committee, chaired by Bob 
Benson and Barbara Chambers, will have a name 
change by the time you read this. At the January 24 
Board meeting it was moved to end the approval 
process as of February 29 and grandfather all 
previously approved nestboxes. All submissions 
received by the deadline will be honored and 
reviewed under the old process. This group will 
now simply be called the Nestbox Committee. There 
will be changes made on the website, we will have 
nestbox guidelines, and the committee will be looking 
at new ways to conduct outreach to the public on 
safe, dry, predator resistant nestboxes for bluebirds 
and other small native cavity-nesting birds. There 
are several reasons for the change — the continued 
controversy among folks in the bluebird community 
that has built unnecessary resentments between 
groups and individuals; to acknowledge regional 
differences in the requirements of overhang, drainage, 
and ventilation that now also must take in extreme 
variations of weather changes; we have no way to 
follow up and ensure the approved plan has not been 
altered yet continues to carrying a NABS approval 
sticker; and to recognize that over the past 10–12 
years we have built a wonderful network of Affiliates 
with many experts on local conditions and the needs 
of bluebirds in their respective areas. We want to 
build stronger relationships with our Affiliates and 
unfortunately the approval process as it was had 
become a barrier not a bridge. There is no “one size 
fits all” when it comes to nestboxes and there needs 
to be more flexibility and acceptance in nestbox 
design especially when we encompass the whole of 
North America. What works for me in the Okanagan 
Valley of British Columbia may not work for someone 
in Connecticut … but during the early part of the 
nesting season it might! I encourage everyone to share 
their ideas, be accepting of different opinions, and 
be ready to adapt in our changing environment. And 
remember too that how you mount your nestbox is 
every bit as important as the nestbox itself!

The Grant Committee, led by Anne Sturm, has just 
completed the latest review of grant applications 

From the President
Sherry Linn
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and the Board approved their 
recommendations in January. 
Sometimes the science involved is 
beyond the comprehension of the 
novice, but applicants generally have 
an abstract included that make them 
more understandable. It is great to see 
how varied the projects are and it’s also 
hard sometimes to make those final 
decisions when you want to support 
them all. Watch in future Bluebird 
issues for information on projects we 
have supported through the Zeleny 
Endowment Fund.

Please take a moment to look at the 
wonderful program included in this 
issue that the Southern California 
Bluebird Club is planning for our 
NABS 35th Annual Conference this 
October. If you can make this one 
you will not be disappointed! Those 
hanging nestboxes on golf courses 

really intrigue me…. I’m registered, 
my room is booked, and I want to 
meet with as many of you as I can.

There is never a shortage of things 
that require our attention with 
NABS, but we are always available 
to you to answer questions, 
resolve differences, or discuss your 
bluebirds. To me, being available 
to talk directly with you is most 
important to our ongoing success so 
feel free to send me a note any time. 
If you call, I’ll be happy to call you 
back so it’s on my dime.

May your bluebirds enjoy a safe and 
successful nesting season under your 
careful watch.

Sherry
250-495-7891
goldstrm@vip.net
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From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Never underestimate the power of a simple experience in shaping a child’s life. For 
example, I firmly believe that a school trip I took as a 1st-grader shaped my career 
choices many years later. That trip was to the Denver Museum of Natural History 
(now the Denver Museum of Nature & Science), where I stood spellbound in front 
of a diorama featuring an enormous bull walrus. Miss Pembridge, our teacher, had 
to practically drag me away. It was the closest I had ever been to an animal that 
large, and for a 1st-grader whose interactions with animals was limited to dogs 
and terrarium turtles, it was a transcendent experience. I believe that museum 
experience planted a seed that later grew into my motivation to pursue a career as a 
wildlife biologist.

The photo at right, by the way, was taken on a recent trip to that same museum 
(obviously, a few years have passed since my 1st-grade field trip). As always, while 
there I stopped by the walrus diorama to see my old friend.

Take a kid to the museum, or the zoo, or just outdoors to see Nature — you have no idea how it might 
influence that young life later on.

A heartfelt thanks to all who contributed to this issue or helped it hatch, including Barbara Chambers (wearing 
her Virginia Bluebird Society hat), Wanda Hutter (for bringing the article about her former neighbor, T.E. 
Musselman, to our attention), Loren Kane (for access to research articles via BioOne), and Lynne Ridgeway (for 
her careful and thorough proofreading of the draft). A special thanks to Marion Ball, who has been exceedingly 
generous in sending photos for use in Bluebird and the revised NABS factsheets. My hard drive runneth over!

My apologies to Ron Brenneman for absent-mindedly getting his name wrong in the Winter issue.

As always, please send photos, articles, ideas, or other materials to me at 
NABSeditor@gmail.com or 5405 Villa View Dr., Farmington, NM 87402.

Notices from NABS Affiliates
Missouri Bluebird Conference 2012

This year’s conference will be in Jefferson City, Missouri July 13-15, 2012. The 
conference will feature four fantastic program speakers scheduled to present some 
new and interesting topics:

• Brad Jacobs: Missouri Department of Conservation and author of Birds in 
Missouri

• T. David Pitts: author of Studying Eastern Bluebirds: A Biologist’s Report and 
Reflections

• Kris Leech: Missouri Master Gardener presenting a program on gardening for 
wildlife

• Rich Stanton: University of Missouri, researching the possible reintroduction of 
Brown- headed Nuthatches to Missouri

The conference will also feature Field Trips, Terrific Food, and a Friday evening Social. For more information, 
visit the Missouri Bluebird Society’s website at www.missouribluebird.org or contact Steve or Regina Garr at 
573-638-2473 or steve@birds-i-view.biz
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Letters to Bluebird
I read with considerable interest the article on deer 

mice, “Mouse Rockets”, by Georgette A. Howington 
[Winter 2011-2012 Bluebird]. I have always considered 
deer mice a nuisance, not a health hazard, be it in our 
home or in a nestbox. With all the effort to clean up 
a nestbox after mice are ejected, it would be much 
better to keep them out.

I use a 16 inch section of 4" PVC pipe with a 4" PVC 
cap covering the upper end of the predator guard.  
By boring a hole in the cap, the mounting rod or 
pipe fits tightly and prevents mice from climbing up 
the pole to the nestbox. I have yet to have a mouse 

gain access to a box unless a tree branch or tall weed 
leans enough for a mouse to climb on to get in. I 
usually have been unable to get the hole in the cap 
tight enough to prevent ant access. The use of PVC 
pipe almost always prevents predation by raccoons, 
snakes, and squirrels. True, PVC predator guards take 
more time and money to install, but it is well worth 
the effort. Commercial predator guards like those for 
bird feeders are available, do work, but are costly.

James O. Smith
Homer, IL

Send your letters to 
NABSeditor@gmail.com
 or
NABS Editor
5405 Villa View Dr.
Farmington, NM 87402

International Migratory Bird Day 2012
Twice each year for the last untold years, migratory birds have launched 

themselves into the air to make the arduous trip between their breeding 
grounds and their wintering grounds. Many of the birds fly hundreds of 
miles nonstop, guided only by instinct and the stars, and manage to find 
their way to their summer or winter homes. In many cases, after breeding, 
birds fly thousands of miles south for the winter, and then return to the 
exact same nest site the following spring.

This year marks the 20th year that humans have celebrated this 
phenomenon through International Migratory Bird Day. IMBD is typically 
held on the second Saturday in May in the U.S. and Canada (May 12th 
this year), and in October in Mexico, Central and South America, and 
the Caribbean. Activities include bird walks, games and crafts for kids, 
and educational workshops. A key purpose of the celebration is to bring 
attention to the conservation issues of migratory birds and provide citizens 
with tools for helping to address those issues.

Each year, a different artist commemorates IMBD and its theme for the year. 
For 2012, Rafael López created a lively and colorful poster to reinforce the 
them of “Connecting People to Bird Conservation.”

For more information, including educational materials and ideas for 
promoting bird conservation, go to www.birdday.org
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The Mission of the North American Bluebird 
Society, a non-profit education, conservation 
and research organization, is to promote the 

recovery of all three species of bluebirds and our 
other native cavity nesting birds in all of North 
America. That is a big order.

The affiliate speakers, who give the programs 
that both educate and provide outreach for your 
conservation efforts with the general public, are the 
bluebird’s best salesmen. You all have them in your 
organizations. They probably give programs to train 
new monitors to your protocols, like the once weekly 
monitoring that needs to be done if one puts up even 
one nestbox, for instance.

And sometimes just to entertain and educate various 
groups. It is the way we all have learned about the 
best ways to manage bluebirds, nestboxes, and trails.  

Without speakers there would be little outreach. Not 
all of us enjoy speaking to groups of people. But those 
of us who do, really look forward to opportunities to 
give one more program.

What NABS would like from our speakers out there, 
is that when you do give a program in your local area, 
you mention NABS, the work we do, the wonderful 
web site we have available and the educational 
materials we have to share. There are also the grants 

that are given each and every year for good research, 
and the marvelous Journal that is mailed to you 
four times a year by your membership committee. A 
mention of the NABS mission would be in order here 
as well, because, I am sure there is not a member or 
affiliate out there who doesn’t have a mission identical 
to the one above. Yours would simply be dedicated to 
your local birds. Our states that find two or possibly 
all three bluebirds in residence for breeding have the 
best of all possible worlds.

We would like you, who do give bluebird programs, 
to volunteer to have your name placed on our NABS 
web page for the Speaker’s Bureau if it is not already 
there. It would be a requirement that you be a NABS 
member in good standing to become a speaker. I 
would be interested in knowing if any of you who 
are now listed on the NABS web site have gotten a 
request for a program from having your name listed 
there. And if not, why do you think that is?

I also need some help in knowing if Speakers 
want to have an accounting on some regular basis 
of how it is benefiting NABS to have a Speaker’s 
Bureau. We are busy folks and filling out another 
form may not be what you want to do. If any of you 
have an idea of how this Speaker’s Bureau can have 
better accountability, please email that to me using: 
barbara.chambers80@gmail.com.

The Speaker’s Bureau Requests
Barbara Chambers, Chair

Thank you!
Welcome to our new Life members over the past year:

Each Life membership means a $400 direct donation into the Zeleny Endowment Fund for bluebird 
and native cavity-nesting bird research.

Dr. Donald Gunter Norma King Gwen Newton-Denton
Sharon Lyons Ann Davis Charlie & Barbara Chambers
John Mendyka Richard Davis Dharma Alagaratnam
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Large mealworms now available!
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We are all familiar with this classic movie 
scene: We see a door swinging open, and 
there on the doorstep lies a darling baby 

in a basket. Such an event usually results in big 
challenges for the main characters in the very next 
scene! We are about to tell you about an adventure 
that begins with adoption, not of an infant, but an 
abandoned bluebird trail. 

To set the scene, return with us to Belmont, Michigan, 
near the Grand River, on the grounds of an operating 
gravel pit. Brothers in-law Mark DeHaan and Paul 
Sherd started their first trail together in 2010, with 
fifteen boxes installed with permission on land owned 
by Dykema Excavating. On this trail bordered by the 
Grand River and a local shopping district, they’ve 
raised a respectable number of Eastern Bluebirds 
and Tree Swallows, while paying their dues to Passer 
domesticus (the notorious House Sparrow).

As the two tended their trail in 2010, they couldn’t 
help noticing that there was a bountiful resource 
for bluebirds right on their doorstep. The Boulder 
Creek Golf Course looked like 
unclaimed prime bluebird 
real estate. One afternoon 
after monitoring their gravel 
company trail, they cut 
across the course just to get 
a closer look at this tempting 
property. They were surprised 
to discover there were some 
boxes already installed on 
the course, but the three they 
found appeared to be infested 
with sparrows. Now their 
desire to get a trail going on 
the golf course was really 
piqued. 

This past spring, Paul put 
thought into action and 
approached the course’s 
management, to ask if anyone 
was managing the trail. 
When the groundskeeper 
heard there were monitors 
interested in this trail, he was 
all ears. He knew something 

had gone horribly wrong, because all the bluebirds 
and swallows that he used to see on the grounds had 
disappeared! Overjoyed, he gave our men the nod. 

The Door Opens 
Mark and Paul didn’t waste any time once they 
had permission to enter the golf course and tend to 
the boxes. They took a walk through and counted 
nineteen, and soon learned there wasn’t much that 
was cute about their foundling. As a matter of fact, 
it had been a “basket case” of neglect for a small 
number of years. Every box without exception was 
stuffed with old sparrow nests that had been used 
several times, and many contained a fresh new batch 
of sparrow eggs. If you’ve ever pried such a nest from 
a box, you’ll know it comes out in a cloud of dust, a 
shower of bird dander, and several exclamations such 
as “Phew!” and “Yuck!” not to mention one or two 
words we can’t print. In hindsight, this “lost” trail 
may have been the source of House Sparrows that 
attacked and destroyed several native birds on the 
Gravel Pit Trail last summer.

A New Challenge
Well, this outlook was a bit 
daunting! How could they rid 
their heavily infested trail of 
so many alien flying pests? 
Early on, Paul confided to me 
that his first dark thought was 
that it could take two years 
to remove them all. But on 
that first walk through, the 
men actually caught three 
birds with bare hands as they 
opened the boxes for the 
first time. Encouraged now, 
they were in agreement; if 
they came back after dark, 
they might be able to round 
up a good number of the 
inhabitants in one night visit.

Night Raids
You may have heard of the 
“Night Sneak” method of 
sparrow trapping: I saw it in 
action this summer. Here is 
how it was done at Boulder 

Salvaging a Sparrow-Infested Trail: 
Not for the Faint of Heart

Peggy Falk

Mark DeHaan and Paul Sherd prepare to nab an alien 
invader at Boulder Creek.
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Creek the night I tagged along on the trail. Mark 
carried a bag as large as a garbage bag, plastic, and 
transparent. It is large enough to fit over the entire 
box to allow the box to open inside the bag. This was 
teamwork: Paul sneaked up to the box to put his 
hand over the entrance, and Mark would “bag” the 
box. They both held the bag close to the box so there 
would be no escape routes. When they opened the 
box the sparrow would choose to fly into the bag, or 
hide inside the box. Either way, they could get hold 
of it with the bag still tightly held over the box. The 
birds were humanely dispatched without delay.

They made several raids, a week or so apart. Each 
successive trip in the dark caught fewer sparrows, 
and each time, they found more boxes that had no 
sparrow nests in them. They asked me along on their 
latest raid one recent summer night, while I gathered 

material for this story. We visited only three boxes 
that Paul had scouted out as remaining sparrow nests, 
removing the birds with their eggs and nests yet 
again. Total score: 55 House Sparrows removed.

A Glimmer of Hope
Shortly after Mark and Paul’s second night raid, a 
bluebird pair moved into one of the cleared boxes and 
subsequently raised their first brood on the “renewal 
in progress” trail. As of this writing, the female is 
beginning to incubate their second clutch of five 
beautiful eggs!

Peggy Falk is Newsletter Director for the Michigan 
Bluebird Society and a member of NABS. This article 
originally appeared in the Summer 2011 issue of The 
Bluebird Flyer, the newsletter of the Michigan Bluebird 
Society. It is reprinted here with permission.

One Neglected Nest Box: Do the Math
Peggy Falk

According to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s “All About Birds” website (www.allaboutbirds.org), that 
curious weaver finch called the House Sparrow (Passer domesticus) may lay a clutch of 1–8 eggs in each nest 
attempt. They nest repeatedly, and sometimes pull off four broods in a season. So let’s look at what may happen 
when just ONE nestbox is left unmonitored for a season. Right off the bat, the box won’t be protected from 
these invasive aliens; the first pair to find it in spring is welcome to move right in. They mate and develop a nest 
with five eggs. Let’s say four fledglings fly in four weeks after the completion of egg laying. The parents raise 
another brood, and after that a third. So the pair of sparrows completed three nest attempts this season; if only 
three birds survive from each brood, the result will be a seasonal increase of nine. 

In just five years, forty five destructive birds will have generated from that neglected box.

But now let’s suppose that the fledglings who survived from the first batch of nine young becomes mature and 
in the following nest season, they find mates and are successful in nesting — we all know House Sparrows can 
multiply just fine without available cavities. Season result: 81 new birds. By the end of a third nest season, these 
81 become 792. Please, allow me to point out, I believe this is a conservative estimate of sparrow population 
increase.

Finally, think about how many birds there might be at the end of a fifth nesting season: YIKES! 6,561 aliens!
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Data Collection for Small Organizations
Dick Blaine

Many NABS affiliates and bluebird/cavity 
nester organizations collect and consolidate 
nesting data from trail monitors who check 

their nestboxes periodically during the nesting 
season. I am writing this article to share a method I 
have found, which will allow trail monitors to enter 
data online using their web browsers and which will 
update and consolidate the data into a spreadsheet 
which is downloadable and sharable.

This approach simplifies, expedites, and automates 
the collection of data from trail monitors without 
having to fill out and mail or scan paper forms, 
provide to county coordinators who, in turn, 
consolidate results and then provide consolidated 
results for the organization.

The Cornell NestWatch program collects such data 
from trail monitors who enter data directly into 
their database. From the inception of the California 
Bluebird Recovery Program (CBRP) in 1996 thru 
the 2005 season our network of county coordinators 
collected paper forms containing species-level data 
from trail monitors, summarized these into county 
reports, which in turn were consolidated into a 
California (CBRP) report. From 2006 thru the 2011 
nesting season CBPR has collected data from our 
150 or so trail monitors into our homegrown online, 
interactive database. Both of these databases store 
nesting results at the box-by-box level, i.e., for each 
box we gather the dates of first egg, first hatch and 
fledge as well as the number of each for that box — 
in addition GPS and/or ZIP information is recorded 
along with information about the monitor and trail. 
We expect that these six seasons of data will be 

incorporated into the NestWatch database at Cornell 
sometime in 2012.

This year our database developer will be retiring. 
Since we have not been able to find another interested 
individual with the requisite skills, we are planning 
to use an online data collection technique. I have 
reviewed a variety of software for collecting and 
sharing data “in the cloud.” I looked at Google, 
Microsoft, and other free cloud data storage and 
processing software/websites, which allow multiple 
users to share data online. These allow trail monitors 
to enter data using their web browsers but all 
suffer from lack of protection against accidental or 
purposeful corruption of the spreadsheet by other 
users. There are other annoyances with this approach 
such as having to maintain login and password 
information.

CBRP has decided to return to collecting species-level 
data rather than box-level data. Many of our trail 
monitors have 100 or more boxes on multiple trails 
and find that entering this data at the box-by-box level 
is overwhelming and, as a result, do not enter any 
data. After reviewing the needs of our organization 
we have decided to return to collecting species-level 
data with the awareness that, although we will not 
be collecting some valuable information, we feel 
that more trail monitors will report their data. Trail 
monitors who are willing can, in addition, enter their 
box-by-box level data into the NestWatch database.

I have found that online survey sites offer software 
that satisfies most of our needs for data collection. 
No user can modify the data entered by another, no 
passwords are required, the sites are free (some ads), 
they accumulate entries into to a Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet, they are easy to work with, and they are 
expandable.

The software we plan to use in the future is the Kwik 
Survey website (www.kwiksurveys.com). They are 
well established and appear to be reliable. If anyone 
is interested I would be happy to share information 
as to what we did, and provide a link to a preliminary 
survey we plan to start using in the 2012 nesting 
season. In fact I can provide a version of the survey 
we will be using. Contact me at cbrp@theblaines.net 
if you would like more information.

Dick Blaines is Director of the California Bluebird 
Recovery Program (CBRP), a NABS Affiliate.G
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Conservation Measures for the 
Eastern Bluebird in Bermuda

Andrew Dobson

The Eastern Bluebird is a native species to 
Bermuda — the only location outside North 
America where it breeds. Before man first 

settled in 1609, forest growth dominated the 
landscape. Bluebirds fed on coastal grasslands, 
nesting in old cedars and cliff cavities. There was an 
absence of non-avian predators. In the last 50 years, 
the pressures put on the bluebirds to find suitable 
nest sites have been immense:

• House Sparrows introduced in 1870–74 increased 
rapidly and began to displace bluebirds from 
natural cliff and tree cavities.

• In the late 1940s and 50s, a scale insect caused 
the elimination of over 90% of the cedar trees in 
Bermuda.

• European Starling colonized in the 1950s and 
increased competition for nesting cavity species.

• House Sparrows use bluebird nestboxes and 
are responsible for the slaughter of numerous 
bluebird chicks, but starlings can be kept out by 
keeping an entrance hole size of 1½ inches. 

• The Great Kiskadee was introduced in 1956 (to 
control the anolis lizard population) but proved to 
have a wide-ranging food preferences including 
taking young bluebirds from their nests.

• Pesticides such as DDT were widely used in 
Bermuda in the 1950s and 60s especially on golf 
courses and gardens. Being an insectivorous 
species, one can only assume the bluebird must 
have suffered a decline.

• There has been a dramatic increase in the number 
of feral cats, especially since the introduction of 
cat feeding stations in the 1990s.

• The tropical fowl mite Ornithonysus bursa has 
caused a significant number of deaths in bluebird 
nestlings.

• Bermuda’s human population has increased 
three-fold since 1900 to about 60,000. The resulting 
ubanization means there are far fewer open 
spaces. Bluebirds disappear in favor of sparrows 
when housing densities reach 2 per acre (the mean 
housing density on Bermuda today!).

• Vandalism by mindless individuals has resulted in 
broken nestboxes and dead bluebirds.

However, great efforts have been made to halt the 
decline in bluebird numbers:

• A nestbox scheme has been in place for many 
years. The campaign was initiated by the Bermuda 

Audubon Society in the 1950s.
• Workshops and publicity campaigns are regularly 

mounted.
• Efforts have been made to educate the public 

as to the plight of the bluebird and the part that 
individuals can play.

• Hundreds of bluebird nestboxes have been 
erected around Bermuda. The boxes keep out 
starlings but must be monitored constantly to 
keep out sparrows.

• Bluebird boxes have been erected in ‘trails’ on 
most of the golf courses.

• A small number of sparrow traps have been used 
to remove sparrows from bluebird nest sites.

The current population of bluebirds in Bermuda is 
estimated to be about 500 individuals. The bluebird 
is now totally dependent on artificial nestboxes for 
breeding success and its survival in Bermuda can only 
be guaranteed with human help.

Andrew Dobson is President of the Bermuda Audubon 
Society and author of “A Birdwatching Guide to Bermuda” 
(Alequin Press, 2002). A native of England, Mr. Dobson 
has lived in Bermuda for more than 20 years. He teaches 
business and environmental systems at Warwick Academy, 
the oldest school in Bermuda and one of the oldest in the 
Western Hemisphere (established in 1662). The Bermuda 
Bluebird Society, a NABS Affiliate, is a division of the 
Bermuda Audubon Society.

An Eastern Bluebird at his nestbox in Bermuda. 
Photo by Anderew Dobson.
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Thomas Edgar Musselman was as unique as the 
college his father founded in Quincy, Illinois in 
1870. An accomplished educator and college 

athlete, Musselman’s reputation was earned for his 
successful work to save bluebirds.

T.E. (only his closest friends called him by his first 
name) and his brothers D.L. and V.G. were officers 
of Gem City Business College, established in 1870 
by their father DeLafayette Musselman. In college 
directories the Historical Society of Quincy and 
Adams County owns, the institution claimed to 
dominate commercial training in the Mississippi 
Valley. The 1940–41 issue, for example, boasts 
testimonials of success from several graduates, 
including the undersecretary of the U.S. Treasury 
D.W. Bell and the U.S. Commissioner of Accounts 
and Deposits Edward F. Bartelt. Enrollment that year 
approached 700. The college fielded intercollegiate 
sports teams, a drama club and honored students for 
penmanship.

Musselman was secretary of his family’s degree-
granting business college in a five-story building that 
dominated the streetscape 
at Seventh and Hampshire. 
He had earned bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees at 
the University of Illinois, 
where he was a champion 
tennis player, and received 
an honorary Doctor of 
Science degree from 
Carthage College. He was 
elected the first president of 
Kappa Delta Pi, a national 
education honors fraternity 
he helped found.

It was his other calling, 
however, that earned 
Musselman an international 
reputation. His interest 
in natural history and 
his personal study of 
birds led to discoveries 
that contributed greatly 
to saving the bluebird in 
America.

While an undergraduate 
at Illinois Musselman was 

involved in groundbreaking studies of natural history. 
As a graduate student he enrolled in the university’s 
first course in ecology. By then an inveterate student 
of nature, Musselman planned to teach and continue 
his research at the university. He was summoned, 
instead, to return to his family’s college.

While Gem City Business College provided his 
livelihood, Musselman filled the next seven decades 
of his life satisfying his personal interest in the world 
around him. His focus was on its birds.

Musselman became a popular lecturer on natural 
history around the region. His talks were lively, 
his gestures capable of imitating “the boundless 
energy of a chickadee and the menacing gestures of a 
snake...” and his stories capable of creating pictures of 
life in hedgerows and weeds. For most of the students 
of three generations, a biographer wrote, “T.E. 
Musselman was the one assembly of the year which 
no one wanted to miss.”

He was a favorite of children in his neighborhood. 
He introduced them to the bats and ghost-like 

invertebrates — white and 
blind because they never 
saw light — that lived in the 
water-carved limestone that 
formed Burton Cave east 
of Quincy. In the blackness 
of the cave at the end of the 
tour, Musselman raised the 
hair on the necks of his young 
guests in his slow, deep-
throated recitation of “The 
Hounds of the Baskervilles.”

In 1921 Musselman wrote 
one of the first surveys of 
the birds of Illinois in 1818, 
the year of statehood. He 
described hawks and horned 
owls, bullbats and blue 
herons, Carolina Paroquets 
and Prothonotary Warblers. 
He studied the “vehement 
notes” of the “Chickty-beaver 
Bird,” and he concluded that 
the sound of the “Henslow 
Bunting” was a faint 
imitation of the “Dick Cissel” 
song.

T.E. Musselman: Bluebirding Pioneer
Reg Ankrom
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Musselman’s observations led to alarm in the early 
1930s that the population of bluebirds in Adams 
County was seriously declining. His response 
was a decades-long study of the Eastern Bluebird. 
Observations — and data he collected from them — 
revealed to Musselman the key reasons the bird was 
losing out:

• farmers had begun replacing wooden fences, in 
whose holes the bluebirds nested, with wire and 
steel;

• dead wood the bluebirds found comfortable for 
nesting was being pruned by nurserymen from 
orchards and woods;

• fewer woodpeckers were hewing out holes;
• brutish sparrows and starlings were intruding.

The consequence was fewer places in which bluebirds 
could nest.

Musselman started experimenting with ways to bring 
back the bluebird. It was his observation of a cavity 
that a Downy Woodpecker had carved in an old 
willow stump that led to his idea to create nesting 
boxes for bluebirds. Over the next eight years he 
built nearly a hundred experimental boxes of various 
shapes and sizes, copying the woodpecker hole as 
closely as possible.

He fixed the boxes to trees and posts along county 
roads and highways in what he called trails. 
His granddaughter Gail Harmeyer recalled that 
Musselman would drive from bird house to bird 
house, check each of them and wash out each of them. 

“He took care of those trail boxes until he couldn’t 
walk anymore,” Harmeyer said.

Musselman’s detailed study indicated the nestbox’s 
best placement was near a field or pasture at three to 
four feet above the ground and facing east or south. 
His experiments disclosed the most effective hole 
size, cavity depth and interior dimensions, ventilation 
and drainage. His study produced new findings 
on reproduction, predators and the occurrence of 
abnormalities.

Dozens of boxes and ultimately a thousand “Trail 
Boxes” were placed along roads that fanned out from 
Quincy into Adams County. Musselman’s campaign 
to save the bluebird won the interest of Boy Scouts 
and garden clubs, whose members took up the cause 
of saving the bluebird. The Boy Scouts recognized 
Musselman’s contributions to young men’s citizenship 
and interest in conservation, awarding him the
Silver Beaver, scouting’s highest honor. He continued 

his research, which his family donated to the 
University of Illinois, and it is recognized as the basis 
for much of the knowledge of the habits of America’s 
bluebirds.

With interest growing across the country, Musselman 
formed a partnership with J.L. Wade of Griggsville 
for the production of the nestboxes. Wade was doing 
similar work to restore the habitat for the Purple 
Martin, and Musselman’s “Bluebird Trail” column 
appeared regularly for several years in Wade’s 
nationally circulated Purple Martin Capital News.

Born April 28, 1887, Musselman died June 12, 1976. 
He would have known that by that date, bluebirds 
had just finished their first mating of the season.

Sources
“A  Record of Seventy Years of Service to the Young 

People of America.” Gem City Business College, 
Quincy, Illinois, 1940 1941. Historical Society of 
Quincy and Adams County Research Library.

Ga il Harmeyer (T.E. Musselman granddaughter). 
Interview by Reg Ankrom, September 20, 2011.

Hu nter, Hon. Robert S. (Musselman boyhood 
neighbor). Interview by Reg Ankrom, October 13, 
2011.

“M usselman Houses,” Bluebird, Bloomington, 
Indiana, Spring 1999.

Mu sselman, T.E. “History of the Birds of Illinois,” 
Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society. 
Springfield, Illinois: Illinois State Historical 
Society, 1921.

Sal isbury, Beverly Newsom. “Granddaughter of 
Famous Bluebird Researcher Lives in HSV,” 
The Chirp. Hot Springs Village, Arkansas: HSV 
Audubon Society, Autumn 2011.

“T. E. Musselman,” Bluebird Trails. 
Coeur d’Alene Audubon Society, 
www.cdaaudubon.org/November2004.htm

Reg Ankrom is executive director of the Historical Society 
of Quincy and Adams County (Illinois), a non-profit 
organization dedicated to preserving local history. He is a 
member of several history-related organizations, the author 
of a history of Stephen A. Douglas, and a frequent speaker 
on pre-Civil War history.

This article is part of a series written by members of 
the society to feature materials in its collection; the 
article appears here with the kind permission of Mr. 
Ankrom and the society. For more information, visit 
www.adamscohistory.org
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A Bluebird Story
Barbara Baird

Photos by Barbara Baird

As a young girl my first recollection of 
bluebirds was in a park near where we lived. 
My parents went there often to collect water 

from the flowing well. I have never forgotten that first 
flash of blue and my first impressions of that delicate, 
lovely songbird. Years later, my bluebird sightings 
were in rural, country settings such as Pike County in 
Central Illinois, in Texas brush country during winter, 
and eventually in Jo Daviess County, Illinois.

Bluebirds are native only to North America even 
though they are celebrated the world over. In addition 
to the Eastern Bluebird, there is the Mountain 
Bluebird and the Western Bluebird, all members of 
the thrush family. The Latin name for the Eastern 
Bluebird is Sialia sialis meaning “a kind of bird.” 

Native Americans and original settlers shared a love 
for, and appreciation of, the bluebird. Many native 
tribes considered the bluebird sacred. Bluebirds 
have long been considered harbingers of spring and 
symbols of love, happiness, and hope. In the 1871 
version of Wake-Robin, American naturalist John 
Burroughs wrote:

“The bluebird enjoys the pre-eminence of being the 
first bit of color that cheers our northern landscape. 
The other birds that arrive about the same time 
— the sparrow, the robin, the phoebe-bird — are 
clad in neutral tints, gray, brown, or russet; but the 
bluebird brings one of the primary hues and the 
divinest of them all.”

Bluebirds have inspired the 
Arts from verse to music to 
ballet. In 1908 Belgian poet 
and playwright Maurice 
Maeterlinck wrote The 
Blue Bird, a story steeped 
in fairy-tale optimism. In 
the stage play, two young 
children set out to find the 
Bluebird of Happiness. 
Films were based on 
this story, including a 
1940 version starring 
Shirley Temple. In 1919, 
an opera based on the 
original Maeterlinck play 
was written by French 

composer Albert Wolff and performed at the New 
York Metropolitan. A popular song titled Bluebird of 
Happiness was recorded in 1948, making its debut at 
Radio City Music Hall. Many popular songs of the 
day followed, using the symbolic bluebird as theme.

My serious relationship with bluebirds started in 
the mid 1990s with the purchase of forested land in 
rural Galena, Illinois. It was common knowledge 
that the Eastern Bluebird population had declined 
because of diminished habitat and pesticide use. 
My association with the Natural Area Guardians 
taught me what I needed to know about monitoring 
bluebird boxes. This was a huge task in Jo Daviess 
County with many people cooperating in the effort 
to promote conservation and provide safe housing 
for the bluebirds. The county typically fledges 800–
1500 nestlings per year depending on many factors 
including predation, disease, weather, and number of 
reports received from monitors.

“The Bluebird carries the sky on his back” is an often-
quoted description by American author Henry David 
Thoreau. There is no doubt that the luminescence 
of the male is a striking study in blue. It is my 
observation that the male exhibits a more brilliant 
coloring during the care and raising of the first brood. 
As time goes by, he displays a lighter shade, not so 
intense as in the early breeding season.

The bluebird diet consists of a variety of bugs and 
soft-bodied insects as well as in-season berries. The 
bluebirds particularly enjoy freshly cut paths, making 
the insects easier to pick up. The care and feeding 
of the nestlings is shared by both parents. Since the 
nestbox isn’t big enough to accommodate everyone 
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at the same time, one 
parent will sit on a 
nearby perch waiting 
its turn to feed the 
young.

At the beginning of 
August while the 
other neighborhood 
birds are raising their 
half-grown chicks, 
my resident bluebirds 
are with eggs again 
— their third brood.

Fledglings stay 
with their parents 
for a number of 

weeks. During that time Father Bluebird assumes 
complete responsibility for feeding the young birds 
the mealworms I have provided, picking up as many 
worms as his beak will hold and distributing them to 
the ever open-mouthed youngsters.

Mother bluebird was always rather shy. When the 
group gets together for mealworms, she removes 
herself, sometimes standing on the nestbox. John 
Burroughs’ interpretation of female bluebird behavior 
explains:

“There never was a happier or more devoted 
husband than the male bluebird is. But among 
nearly all our familiar birds the serious cares of life 
seem to devolve almost entirely on the female.... If 
his life is all poetry and romance, hers is all business 
and prose. She has no pleasure but her duty, and no 
duty but to look after her nest and brood.”

It is my habit to look in on the bluebirds every day. 
Later in August, when the nest was newly emptied, 
I walked to my usual viewing spot under the trees. 

Apparently my shade tree 
was host to a brand new 
fledgling and when I came 
too near, a chase ensued. 
Visibly upset, the parents 
urged me to vacate my 
spot. The whole family 
left a short time later. I so 
regretted my loss.

Wild birds never forget 
for a moment what their 
duty in life is. No matter 
how tame you imagine 
them to be, they are wild 
birds defending their 
young with all the defenses 
they can muster. There is a purity of spirit and an 
unmatched determination to protect their own and 
ensure the survival of their kind. Somehow, in our 

zest and zeal for acquiring land and dominance, we 
seem to have lost our sensitivity to realizing what we 
lose. Frequently, that loss cannot be replaced, and we 
mortals find ourselves sadder and wiser. Bluebirds 
have come very close to that fine line in the sand 
where they can vanish; that flash of blue, though 
fleeting is a joy to behold. We need to keep our eyes 
on the prize.

Barbara Baird is an award-winning photographer living in 
Illinois. You can see more of her excellent photos online at 
www.barbara-baird.com 
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The House Sparrow is an introduced invasive 
species that competes for nest sites with our 

native bluebirds. The sparrow is aggressive and 
territorial and will attack and kill adult bluebirds and 
nestlings, and will destroy bluebird eggs, in its quest 
for a nest site. As a responsible monitor of bluebird 
nestboxes, you have an obligation to deal with House 
Sparrows, whether by lethal or non-lethal methods. 
Bet Zimmerman’s website (www.sialis.org) provides 
excellent guidance on both passive and active methods 
of managing House Sparrows. But before you take any 
active management steps, you must be certain that you 
have House Sparrows.

Male House Sparrows Love... Their House
There is a quirk in the behavior of male House 

Sparrows that helps this species compete so 
successfully with native birds.

House Sparrows have a weak pairbond, meaning 
they don’t form significant attachments to their mates. 
The bond that seems to be stronger is the male bird’s 
attachment to a chosen nesting site. The male sparrow 
falls in love with his house, not his favorite girl.

Understand this concept and you realize that the 
commonly recommended means of sparrow control 
(removing the nest and eggs) will not deter the 
male. The lack of success in using this method often 
frustrates people who are trying to attract bluebirds 
and other cavity-nesting species.

This bonding behavior is not typical of native bird 
species. If a bluebird or a chickadee nest containing 
eggs is disturbed or vandalized, the pair usually 
leaves the area. The same seems to be true for Tree 
Swallows and other cavity-nesting species.

The male House Sparrow, however, will continue 
to stay in the area even after the female has left 
following the destruction of her nest and eggs. The 
male sparrow must be removed from the area if the 
problem is to be solved.

This article originally appeared in the Winter 2002 issue 
of Bluebird. The material was adapted from an article 
published in the North Dakota Game and Fish Department 
publication Watchable Wildlife Notes.

House Sparrow Identification
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Female

Chestnut brown nape

Gray crown

Black bib

Black streaks

Plain, unmarked 
breast & belly

Buffy eyebrow

House Sparrow eggs are quite variable, but 
the basic look is gray or brown speckles on 
a white, ivory, or greenish background.

The nest is a jumbled 
mess of grass, twigs, 
feathers, and bits of 
paper or cloth, built 
up to nearly fill the 
nestbox.



HOSTED BY THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA BLUEBIRD CLUB
ORANGE COUNTY, CALIFORNIA

OCTOBER 4TH-6TH, 2012

WELCOME, and thank you for considering our invitation to attend the annual conference in 2012. This fun-filled and 
inspiring event is planned to coincide with Columbus Day in the hope of encouraging you and your family not only to 
attend, but to extend your stay if you are traveling from afar. Our club’s 40 enthusiastic members have been planning 
this conference with great attention to detail and with your pleasure and convenience in mind. We haven’t even left your 
meals to chance. After sampling The Radisson’s menu we can assure you their food is superior. The itinerary of programs, 
speakers, field trips, exhibits and also activities for kids are going to pose only one problem: difficulty in choosing which 
to attend! Take a few moments to check out the conference itinerary and schedule. Do you enjoy birds? Does the natural 
world fill you with wonder? Are you interested in protecting it for future generations? Would you enjoy meeting others 
who share your interests? Yes? Then hesitate no longer. Our conference theme is A Better World for Bluebirds is a Better 
World for All. Come learn how and discover the power you have to make that so.

DO YOU LIVE OUT OF OUR AREA? 
Southern California has a lot to offer the nature lover. Just review the itinerary to see what we have planned for you. 
Trust that we can point you to other opportunities. Perhaps you want something in addition to a good dose of nature? 
Be assured there’s more! The Radisson Hotel will provide guests with free shuttle service to a nearby shopping mall. The 
hotel is also ideally located within close driving distance of Laguna Beach, the artisans’ community. A great number of 
amusement parks such as Disneyland and Knotts Berry Farm and other places of interest are reachable within 30 minutes 
to an hour-and-a-half’s drive. The Amtrak train can take you close to the San Diego Zoo and other locations south. To add 
such things to your travel plans we recommend extending your visit. Need other reasons to join us? Consider these: A 
soothing coastline, sunshine, and mild temperatures! There’s a chance you’ll be packing shorts in October!

THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA BLUEBIRD CLUB was formed in January of 2007. We meet once a month and now have 
40 active members and a database of 300. We monitor 1820 nestboxes every spring. We are proud to say we have 
successfully brought the Western Bluebird back to Orange County, California. We recorded 7554 fledglings in 2010. We 
believe our unique method of hanging the nestboxes from tree limbs has made it easier for members to install, maintain, 
and monitor. 

NORTH AMERICAN BLUEBIRD SOCIETY
35TH ANNUAL CONFERENCE

One-Day Registration $40 — Full Conference Registration $60
Children under the age of 15, $20

Advance registration and a completed Registration Form is required



TIME WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 3rd LOCATION
5:00pm-9:00pm Registration and Welcome Outdoor Pavilion

THURSDAY OCTOBER 4th
7:30am-6:00pm Courtesy Desk & Registration Hotel Lobby
7:30am-10:00am Bus trip to Fullerton Arboretum Load the bus in front of hotel
8:30am-11:00am Trip for Pontoon boats - Newport Bay Load the bus in front of hotel
9:00am-10:30am Owls of Orange County Pacific Room 1&2
LUNCH BREAK
12:30pm-2:30pm Steve Simmons on cavity nesters Pacific Room 1&2
3:00pm-4:00pm NABS Affiliate Meeting Pacific Room 1&2
4:00pm-6:00pm No-host bar — share bird stories Outdoor Pavilion
6:00pm-9:00pm Banquet dinner w/ Andrew Mackie Banquet Hall

FRIDAY OCTOBER 5th
7:30am-6:00pm Courtesy Desk & Registration Hotel Lobby
7:30am-9:30am Trip to Bolsa Chica w/ Andrew Mackie Load the bus in front of hotel
9:00am-11:00am Western Bluebird Program & field trip Pacific Room 1&2
LUNCH BREAK
12:30pm-3:00pm Bird Photography Odyssey Pacific Room 1&2
12:00pm-3:00pm NABS Board Meeting Radisson Suite
3:00pm-4:00pm NABS Annual Membership Meeting Pacific Room 1&2
4:00pm-6:00pm No-host bar — live entertainment Outdoor Pavilion
6:00pm-9:00pm Banquet dinner w/ Steve Shunk Banquet Hall

SATURDAY OCTOBER 6th
7:30am-6:00pm Courtesy Desk & Registration Hotel Lobby
8:00am-10:00am Western Bluebird Program & field trip Pacific Room 1&2
10:30am-12:00noon 101 Ways to Help Birds-Laura Erickson Pacific Room 1&2
LUNCH BREAK
2:00pm-3:30pm Live Birds of Prey w/ Peggy Chase Pacific Room 1&2
4:00pm-6:00pm No-host bar — share bird stories Outdoor Pavilion
6:00pm-9:00pm Banquet dinner w/ Laura Erickson Banquet Hall

SUNDAY OCTOBER 7th
7:00am-9:00am Post-conference Fellowship Hotel Lobby

SCHEDULE OF EVENTS NABS 2012



Wednesday, October 3rd
5:00pm-9:00pm WELCOME IN THE OUTDOOR PAVILION
Please pick up your welcome packets and meet your hosts for this exciting conference. Enjoy a drink at the No-Host Bar, 
ask questions, tell us about your trip and let us know how we can help you! If you arrive late in the evening, be assured a 
club member will have your welcome packet at a Courtesy Desk in the hotel lobby by 7am the following morning. 

Thursday, October 4th
7:00am-10:00am BUS TRIP AND TOUR OF THE FULLERTON ARBORETUM
The Fullerton Arboretum is the largest botanical garden in Orange County. Encompassing 26 lush acres, it has assembled 
a permanent collection of over 4,000 unique and unusual plant species from around the world. With its ponds, streams 
and wildlife, the Fullerton Arboretum offers a tranquil retreat from a fast-paced urban life. While you enjoy this easy-
paced guided tour you can expect to see and hear a variety of birds.
Adults $15, children under 15 FREE

8:30am-11:00am PONTOON BOAT RIDE TO UPPER NEWPORT BAY 
From the deck of a pontoon boat you will explore one of the largest coastal wetlands and pristine estuaries in Southern 
California. The Upper Newport Bay is renowned as one of the finest bird watching sites in North America. During winter 
migration up to 35,000 birds may be using the bay at one time. It is home to six rare or endangered species: Light Footed 
Clapper Rail, Brown Pelican, Belding’s Savannah Sparrow, Black Rail, Peregrine Falcon and California Least Tern. Your Back 
Bay naturalist guide will identify the birds that make this protected habitat their winter home and will share with you the 
conservation achievement this location represents. Do bring binoculars if you have them, sit back, exhale and just allow 
yourself to be a pontoon potato. What a relaxing beginning to your conference experience! 
LIMITED TO 30 PEOPLE — bus trip and boat — adults $25, children under 15 $10

9:00am-10:30am OWLS OF ORANGE COUNTY, CA
If you need to sleep in on Thursday morning here is an option. Come learn about owls! Bring the kids! Owls are a mystery 
and a fascination for old and young and for centuries they have been surrounded by folklore. Discover how owls are 
unique and highly adaptive to their nocturnal lives. Through a Power Point presentation by nature educator Gillian 
Martin, you will learn their habits and hear them communicate. Amazing photos will allow you intimate views into some 
of their nests. Several species nest here in Orange County and though they will receive special attention we hope you 
will also recognize those that might be your out-of-state neighbors. Child, or child at heart, stick around to dissect an owl 
pellet. Gillian will help you identify the diet of your owl the day he upchucked! After the ohs and wows how can you not 
be enraptured with these creatures? Are you ready for a new love affair…? 
FREE — LIMITED TO 100 PEOPLE

12:00noon-2:30pm STEVE SMIMMONS, A HERO OF CONSERVATION
It is a red-letter day when you discover someone whose work inspires, humbles your own, and puts a rocket to your 
hopes for conservation. Attending Steve Simmons’ program will do all that. Since he retired from his job as a high school 
woodshop teacher several years ago, Steve has been building and monitoring hundreds of nestboxes in his home range 
of Merced, CA. His amusing story-filled Power Point and his collection of nestboxes, traps, monitoring and banding tools 
are guaranteed to intoxicate you better than any Mojito! Come hear about his bird banding. Discover his woodshop 
innovations designed to outsmart some very smart birds! You’ll be talking about Steve all the way home. Don’t miss this!
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 limited to 100 — adults $10, children under 15 FREE

3:00pm-4:00pm NABS AFFILIATE MEETING
This meeting is intended for the affiliate liaison folks to exchange ideas and learn from one another how to build their 
organizations and what role NABS can take. All NABS and Affiliate members are welcome.
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 — limited to 100

4:00pm-6:00pm SHOW AND TELL ABOUT BIRDS
Why are we coming from afar but to hear and share stories about the birds we love most? Please use this time to enjoy a 
drink from our No-Host Bar and chat with other guests. We will gather in the charming outdoor pavilion at The Radisson 
and provide you with the opportunity to show your photos and tell your stories for all to enjoy. Please attend. We are 
looking forward to getting to know you, to learn from you and to laugh!
Radisson Hotel Outdoor Pavilion

6:00pm-9:00pm DINNER AND SPEAKER, ANDREW MACKIE ON MOUNTAIN BLUEBIRDS
It’s no secret that the Mountain Bluebird is the least known of the bluebirds. Because of its link to lands in the Western 
US the Mountain Bluebird has been impacted by changes in its habitat. Andrew Mackie will explain those changes and 

CONFERENCE ITINERARYNABS 2012



expand our understanding of the bird’s needs and behavior as well as how it struggles to hold its ground on the Western 
and the Eastern edges of its range. Be confident that this bird will be less of a stranger to you after Andrew speaks and 
that you’ll leave with a better understanding of this somewhat mysterious relative of the family we love.
Radisson Banquet Hall — Bob Franz, MC — Mexican Buffet — adults $50, children under 15 $20
Silent auction items available

Friday, October 5th
7:30am-9:30am BOLSA CHICA ECOLOGICAL RESERVE 
In the fall and winter seasons, Lesser Scaups, Red-Breasted Mergansers, Ruddy Ducks and Common Loons come to 
visit Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve wetlands in Huntington Beach. This is also where 163 pairs of Endangered Belding’s 
Savannah Sparrows live, breed and nest and where California Least Tern and Snowy Plover also breed. They are just a 
handful of the shorebird species that use this migratory location on the Pacific Flyway. For birds it is a 300-acre coastal 
sanctuary adjacent to the Pacific coastline. For birders it is a landscape for dizzying shorebird study and photography. 
Andrew Mackie, a superb birder with a soft-spoken and casual teaching style, will be your guide on its easy 1.5-mile loop 
trail offering spectacular shorebird viewing. Binoculars and scopes are strongly recommended.
Bus Trip & Tour — adults $15, children under 15 FREE

9:00am-11:00am WESTERN BLUEBIRD PROGRAM AND FIELD TRIP
In case you are delight-deprived and don’t know about bluebirds, particularly the Western Bluebird, our members, Jim 
Semelroth and Dick Purvis are going to rectify that quickly. This Bird of Happiness, as it is called, is going to fly off Jim’s 
screen and land on your heart! You will understand why once you see his Power Point and learn all there is to know 
about the life and challenges of a bluebird. Even more importantly, our goal in this program is to share with you why 
and how we help these birds and how you can too. Dick’s wire basket nestbox lifter is an innovation that will make you 
say, now why didn’t I think of that! Perhaps we’ll persuade you to hang and monitor nestboxes as we do. Will I see a real 
Western Bluebird? You betcha!! After the slide show Jim and Dick will take you to Mason Park where those endearing 
birds will jewel your eyes and accept all the admiring you can provide. Dick will use this opportunity to demonstrate his 
unique lifter. Young at heart or young in years, all will smile and recognize the magic of a bluebird! 
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 limited to 100 — adults $15, children under 15 FREE

12:30pm-3:00pm A BIRD PHOTOGRAPHY ODYSSEY
What do we love more than to see charming and revealing bird photography? This is an opportunity for a selected 
number of wildlife photographers to share their favorite shots of birds. Any birds! What we have in mind is a PowerPoint 
photo relay in which each photographer will have about 15 minutes to present his/her work. Guests can choose to stay 
for every shot or wander in and out throughout this 2 1/2 hour show time. The time allowed permits SIX exhibitors. 
Volunteer early to make the featured list! Exhibitors are welcome to offer their pictures for sale.
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 — limited to 100 — FREE

12:00pm-3:00pm NABS BOARD MEETING This meeting of the NABS Board is open to anyone interested in attending. 
Radisson Hotel Suite 

3:00pm-4:00pm NABS ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP MEETING  This is the most important NABS meeting at the conference.  
NABS members will elect their Directors and reports on activities over the past year will be presented. A quorum of 35 
members is required to conduct business and the elections so please help us by attending this meeting.
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2

4:00pm-6:00pm  UNWIND WITH LIVE ENTERTAINMENT
Please plan on joining us again at the No-Host Bar in the hotel’s outdoor Pavilion. Any hesitation will be swept away 
when Mike Clayton and his Aloha Ukulele Group start to play. The little umbrella in your drink will likely bob and sway. 
Come tell us about your day; otherwise just sit and let your new California smile just stretch for miles. If there is a skip in 
your step when you head to dinner, we won’t need to ask why!
Radisson Hotel Outdoor Pavilion

6:00pm-9:00pm DINNER AND SPEAKER STEVE SHUNK: WOODPECKER CONSERVATION AS A “KEYSTONE” FOR BLUEBIRD RECOVERY
The decline in bluebird populations across North America correlates directly with the loss of available nest cavities, 
and the decline in cavities can be traced to the disappearance of the cavity carpenters themselves, our amazing 
woodpeckers. Woodpeckers are considered keystone organisms in all of the regions they inhabit, primarily for their 
unique behavior of excavating nest and roost cavities. Bluebirds represent 3 of over 40 species of North American birds 
that depend on woodpeckers for their prolific carpentry, and conserving woodpecker species and their habitats may be 
one of the keys to bluebird conservation. Join North American woodpecker specialist, Stephen Shunk, for a primer on 
woodpecker natural history, ecology, and conservation. Steve will discuss the amazing anatomical adaptations that make 
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woodpeckers well-suited for slamming their heads against trees. He will also share stories of various conservation efforts 
and how these projects can help bolster bluebird populations from east to west.
Radisson Banquet Hall — Bob Franz, MC — Italian plate — adults $50, children under 15 $20
Silent auction items available

Saturday, October 6th
8:00am-10:00am WESTERN BLUEBIRD PROGRAM AND FIELD TRIP
This is a second chance to join this program. See Friday, October 5th, 9:00am for a complete description.
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 limited to 100 — adults $15, children under 15 FREE

10:30am-12:00noon LAURA ERICKSON ON: 101 WAYS TO HELP BIRDS
Laura is one of Cornell University’s trophies and one of our nation’s strongest and most knowledgeable avian voices. In 
this family-friendly program fitting to our conservation theme and based on her book of the same name, Laura covers 
a wide variety of issues from the importance of buying federal Duck Stamps and minimizing pesticide use to how 
consumers can make decisions with bird conservation in mind when choosing food items and consumer products, and 
much, much more. You and your kids will leave with a new mindfulness about how you live and the choices you make in 
your daily lives. Come hear Laura and take home a new awareness about what directly and indirectly impacts birds. You 
will leave with a new sense of empowerment to help them. 
Radisson hotel Pacific Room 1&2 Limited to 100 — adults $10, children under 15 FREE

2:00pm-3:30pm LIVE BIRDS OF PREY 
The kids will love this and so will you. How many times do you have the opportunity to see birds of prey in hand? And 
how many times have you known of an injured bird and wondered what happened to it or what might be done to help 
it? Come find out. Raptor rehabilitator Peggy Chase will bring non-releasable birds and demonstrate how their captivity 
and training makes them ambassadors for their free-flying kin. These birds are comfortable being with the public and will 
pierce your heart with awe and joy. You will be moved and entertained by Peggy’s stories about them. A must-attend for 
the whole family! Shh when you walk in. Quiet voices and slow movement will be kindest for our visiting avian friends. 
Radisson Hotel Pacific rooms 1&2 Limited to 100 — adults $10, children under 15 FREE

4:00pm-6:00pm SHOW AND TELL WRAP UP
Last chance for that one-on-one chat with your new birder friend and for you to share your bird story. We’ll be in the 
outdoor Pavilion again with the No-Host Bar available for one final exotic California cocktail! By now the Pavilion will feel 
like your own back yard and most everyone will feel like kin!

6:00pm-9:00pm DINNER AND KEYNOTE SPEAKER LAURA ERICKSON: HOW BIRDS LEARN
Some migratory birds instinctively know their migratory path on their first migration while others follow their parents. 
Some birds pattern their song exactly on their father’s song, some on their new neighbors’ songs when they settle into a 
territory during their second year, and some can sing a perfect song in a laboratory without having ever been exposed to 
the sounds of their species. Some birds master complicated tasks (such as bluebirds learning how to feed from various 
feeders designed to keep other birds out), while other birds have more fixed behaviors and aren’t as adaptable. How 
smart are birds? Which of their behaviors are learned and which are instinctive? Birds won’t sit down to take IQ tests, so 
how do we know what we do? 
NABS will present their yearly awards, and Jim Burke from the South Carolina Bluebird Society, Host for the 2013 NABS 
Bluebird Conference, will present.
Radisson Banquet Hall — Bob Franz, MC — Dinner plate: adults $50, children under 15 $20
Silent auction ends.  Be a Winner!  We’d love to call your name!

EXHIBITS AND VENDORS
Exhibits and vendors will be available for selected hours every day of the conference. Do you want to learn more about 
how you and your family can be better stewards of the earth? Do you want to be an eco-friendly gardener? How about 
learning how to make a golf course bird-friendly and the benefits of golf course certification via Audubon International? 
Come find out. Find out about the newest and the best nature books, videos, and games for kids. How about a souvenir 
to take home? Will a unique handcrafted item delight you? Surprise, surprise! Promise! You will find one after another 
and just won’t want to let them slip away! And one more thing: If you need a little something to keep the kids occupied 
while you look around, we’ll have a table with activities just for them. Things to draw, color, cut out, paste and read. We 
love kids!

Sunday, October 7th
Post-conference fellowship with a fond goodbye in the hotel lobby.
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Advance Registration is required.  Deadline for conference, tours, meals and hotel reservations is September 1, 2012.  
Save $10 per person off registration fee of $60 when you register before June 1, 2012.  Maximum 240.

Payment by check or money order payable to Southern California Bluebird Club and mail with registration form to Jo-Ann 
Coller, Treasurer, 18132 Larkstone Dr, Santa Ana, CA 92705 or www.paypal.com pay to joann1@socal.rr.com

PAYMENT TERMS: Full payment is due at the time of registration.  There is a $20 charge for returned checks. Registration 
will not be accepted without payment. We will send you a confirmation within 2 weeks.

CANCELLATION POLICY: All cancellations must be in writing.  Cancel before June 1, 2012 for a full refund.  Cancel by 
August 1, 2012 for half of your total fee.  No refund if cancelled after September 1, 2012.  Changes to tour reservations 
must be made no later than September 1, 2012. 

REGISTRATION ON DAY OF EVENTS:  Walk-In registration is available for conference meetings and presentations.  Tours 
and workshops are available if space permits. Meals must be paid in advance.

HOTEL ROOM RESERVATION:  Call The Radisson Hotel: 949-833-0570 and tell them you are with the bluebird club.  Or 
you can go to their web site to register online: http://www.radisson.com/bluebirds35th  There is free parking at the 
Radisson. Your special rate of $99 + tax for single or double occupancy is good for 3 days pre/post the conference dates.  
Children under 15 stay free. Free shuttle from John Wayne Airport SNA or fly into Los Angeles LAX and take a $20 shuttle 
to the Radisson, Newport Beach. 

RESPONSIBILITIES:  The Southern California Bluebird Club (SCBC) or the North American Bluebird Society (NABS), or 
any suppliers shall not be held liable for personal injury, death, property damage or accident, delay or irregularity 
arising out of any act or omission of these suppliers. SCBC, or NABS is acting as a mere agent for suppliers in selling 
travel-related services or in accepting reservations or bookings for services that are not directly supplied by  air or 
ground transportation, hotel accommodations, meals, tours, etc.  SCBC or NABS therefore, shall not be responsible for 
breach of contract or any intentional or careless actions or omissions on part of such suppliers, which result in any loss, 
damage, delay, or injury to you or your travel companions or group members unless the term “guaranteed” is specifically 
stated in writing on your tickets, invoice, or reservation itinerary.  We do not guarantee any of such suppliers’ rates, 
bookings, reservations, connections, scheduling, or handling of personal effects.  SCBC or NABS shall not be responsible 
for any injuries, damages, or losses caused to any traveler in connection with terrorist activities, social or labor unrest, 
mechanical or construction failures or difficulties, diseases, local laws, climatic conditions, criminal acts or abnormal 
conditions or developments, or any other actions, omissions, or conditions outside SCBD or NABS control.  Traveler 
assumes complete and full responsibility, and hereby releases the agents from any duty of checking and verifying any and 
all passports, visa, vaccination, or any other entry requirements of each destination, and all safety and security condition 
at such destinations, during the length of the proposed travel.  By embarking on his/her travel, the traveler voluntarily 
assumes all risks involved in such travel, whether expected or unexpected.  Traveler is hereby warned of such risks and is 
advised to obtain appropriate insurance coverage against them.  By making a deposit for the conference hotel, the tour, 
air, or boat, traveler acknowledges and accepts these responsibilities and terms and conditions outlined herein.  Not 
responsible for lost/stolen items. 
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35th Annual North American Bluebird Society Conference
Hosted by the Southern California Bluebird Club

October 4th-6th, 2012

REGISTRATION FORM
Advance registration is required. Deadline for conference, tours, meals and hotel reservations is September 1, 2012.  
Save $10 per person off registration fee of $60 when you register before June 1, 2012.  240 people is our maximum.

Payment by check or money order payable to Southern California Bluebird Club and mail with registration form to: Jo-
Ann Coller, Treasurer, 18132 Larkstone Dr. Santa Ana CA 92705.

Today’s Date_________________

Your name as you want it on your badge (PLEASE PRINT)
REGISTRANT #1 _________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS: ___________________________CITY__________________ STATE_______ZIP______________
PHONE: DAY ___________________ EVE_______________________ CELL_________________________
EMAIL_________________________________________
CLUB AFFILIATION________________________________________________________

REGISTRANT #2 __________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS: ___________________________CITY__________________ STATE_______ZIP______________
PHONE: DAY ___________________ EVE_______________________ CELL_________________________
EMAIL_________________________________________
CLUB AFFILIATION________________________________________________________
IS THIS A CHILD UNDER THE AGE OF 15 ?  YES  NO

Can we use your name, and contact information in a roster which we will include in a conference packet for all who 
register?   YES__________  NO_________  Name only?  YES________ NO__________
Children under 15 will not be listed in the roster.

I/We have received the terms of payment, cancellation and responsibilities regarding the 35th Annual North American 
Bluebird Society Conference for October 4th-6th, 2012 in Southern California.  Please confirm the following for 
registrants indicated above.

CONFERENCE ATTENDANCE
____1 Day Only @ $40. Which Day______________ # PEOPLE______ X $40 = $__________
____3 Days @ $60  Dates____________ # PEOPLE______ X $60 = $__________
 $50 if before June 1st, 2012
_____ Children under 15 @ $20  _______ One Day Only @ $10  X $20/$10 $__________

TOURS/MEALS
THURSDAY 10/4/2012    #PEOPLE
___ Fullerton Arboretum bird and plant tour  #______  X $15 = $__________
 7:00 am- 10:00 am Child under 15 FREE  #______  

___ Pontoon Boat & Birding tour Maximum 30 #______  X $25 = $__________
        8:30 am-11:00 am Child under 15 @ $10 #______  X $10 = $__________

___ Owls of Orange County, CA presentation  #______  
 9:00am-10:30am Radisson Pacific  1&2 #______  FREE
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___Steve Simmons on Cavity Nesters  #______  X $10 = $__________
        12:00pm-2:30pm Child under 15 FREE #______ 
        Radisson Pacific Room 1&2

___ Mexican Buffet - Andrew Mackie speaker #______  X $50  $__________
        6:00pm-9:00pm Children under 15 @ $20 #______  X $20  $__________
  
FRIDAY 10/5/2012
___ Bolsa Chica field trip by Andrew Mackie # ______  X $15  $__________
        7:30am-9:30am Child under 15 FREE #______

___ Western Bluebird Program & field trip #______  X $15  $__________
        9:00 am-11:00am Child under 15 FREE #______
 LUNCH BREAK

___ Bird Photography Odyssey FREE  #______  FREE
        12:30pm– 3:00pm Pacific rm 1&2  #______
___ Italian Banquet Speaker Steve Shunk  ____Lasagna ___ Chicken Parmesan   X $50 $__________
        6:00pm-9:00pm Child under 15 $20 Spaghetti plate #______ X $20  $__________ 
  
 SATURDAY 10/6/2012
___Western Bluebird Program & Field trip #_______  X $15  $___________
        8:00am-10:00am Radisson Pacific 1&2   
       Child under 15 FREE    #_______  FREE

___ Laura Erickson 101 Ways to Help Birds #_______  X $10  $___________
       10:30am-12:00noon Radisson Pacific 1&2  
       Child under 15 FREE    #_______  FREE

___ Live Birds of Prey  
        Radisson Pacific 1&2   #_______  X $10  $___________
        200pm-3:30pm Child under 15 FREE #_______

___ Banquet dinner Speaker Laura Erickson #_______  X $50  $___________
        NABS Awards & Conference 2013 presentation      
        6:00pm-9:00pm  ______Chicken _____ Salmon
         Child under 15 - Chicken fingers  #_______  X$20  $___________

TOTAL PAYMENT         $___________
Checks or money order made payable to: Southern California Bluebird Club
Mail to: Jo-Ann Coller 18132 Larkstone Dr, Santa Ana, CA 92705

Do you want to share photos in the Bird Photography Odyssey on Friday?  LIMITED TO 6 Photographers
PHOTOGRAPHER_______________________ Photos supplied on CD____Power stick_________

If you would like to donate an auction item please indicate here:
DONOR’S NAME________________________ITEM________________VALUE  $_______________
I WILL BRING OR MAIL ITEM (CIRCLE ONE) – Jo-Ann Coller 18132 Larkstone Dr Santa Ana CA 92705
Items must be received at the conference no later than October 3rd, 2012. 

CONTACTS:  Jo-Ann Coller   joann1@socal.rr.com      714-538-4224 
           Jim Semelroth jimsemweed@cox.net  949-249-9795
           Gillian Martin   gm99oliver@cox.net    949-495-0977
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Cedar Nestboxes Protect Bluebirds During 
High and Low Temperatures

Leif Marking and Cindy Koperski

INTRODUCTION
The Eastern Bluebird breeds throughout the states 
east of the Rocky Mountains, and its range extends 
north to the Canadian provinces and south to the 
Gulf of Mexico. Therefore this species experiences a 
wide variety of temperature and climate conditions. 
Nesting activities naturally occur earlier in the 
warmer southern regions and later in the northern 
states where cold temperatures often persist in April 
and sometimes in May. In Wisconsin, cold spring 
temperatures are often responsible for egg failure 
and mortality of nestlings inside nestboxes. Later, 
at that same latitude, summer heat cycles can drive 
temperatures to 100° F or more, which can threaten 
heat mortality inside the nestboxes.

Proper incubation of bluebird eggs requires 
temperatures of 95–106° F, the temperature range 
of female bluebirds. Temperatures below this range 
may slow or impair normal embryonic development, 
and temperatures of 107° F or higher are considered 
lethal to eggs and hatchlings (Zeleny 1968). Therefore, 
the design and construction of bluebird boxes is 
important in order to maintain temperatures for 
incubation of eggs and survival of nestlings despite 
the adverse weather conditions throughout their 
extensive breeding range.

Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2006) reported the 
effects of shade, insulation, and reflective materials 
on temperatures in cedar nestboxes. Their results 
suggest that the standard non-vented NABS-style 
cedar box offers protection from early spring cold 
temperatures, while the vented box was cooler during 
cold cycles and significantly cooler during heat 
cycles. Shade, insulation, and reflective treatments 
did not significantly decrease temperatures during 
heat cycles, although slight differences were 
observed. Furthermore, brown paint increased box 
temperatures significantly over the standard box; 
dark colors should never be used on bluebird boxes. 
They also concluded that non-vented boxes are 
satisfactory in northern latitudes, but vented boxes 

are preferred in hotter climates.

Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2008) further 
investigated different-sized shade treatments 
combined with venting and non-venting of NABS-
style bluebird houses. The shade treatments 
decreased the temperatures only slightly during the 
four hottest days of July and August; the average 
decrease was 4.2° F for the standard vented box and 
4.8° F for the box with 24 square inches of shade. The 
vented boxes were consistently cooler than non-
vented boxes by an average of about 2° F and were as 
much as 6° F cooler than ambient during heat cycles 
in July and August. During the April 16 cold cycle 
all boxes (vented and non-vented) remained 2–3° F 
warmer than ambient temperature, and during June 
heat cycles all boxes remained approximately 3° F 
cooler than ambient temperature.

Vents are essential in warmer climates to dissipate 
nestbox heat. Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2010) 
demonstrated that the internal temperatures of vented 
boxes in summer heat were consistently cooler than 
both ambient air and non-vented boxes. By contrast, 
in the cold of spring, the vented box temperatures 
closely followed the ambient air temperatures while 
the non-vented boxes were sometimes cooler than 
ambient air and vented nestboxes during warming 
periods due to their insulating characteristics. In 
Wisconsin the non-vented boxes are desirable in 
the early spring when cold temperature can be 
accompanied by extended periods of wind and rain, 
but there are some situations where vents would be 
desirable, especially during summer heat cycles. 

To our knowledge there has not been any research 
reported on temperatures inside of boxes occupied 
by nesting bluebirds. We have experienced some heat 
mortality with ambient temperatures around 100° F 
in the past. This suggests that, in the presence of older 
nestlings, the inside temperatures could increase by 
as much as 6–7° F, and a vented box in this situation 
may save the nestlings from heat mortality.

SUMMARY — The Eastern Bluebird breeds throughout the states east of the Rocky Mountains, and experiences a wide 
variety of temperatures and climate. Cold temperatures in Wisconsin are often responsible for egg failure and mortality 
of nestlings inside boxes. Heat cycles in summer can drive temperatures to 100° F or more and threaten mortality 
of nestlings inside boxes. We recorded temperatures inside occupied and non-occupied nestboxes in order to identify 
procedures to improve survival in cold and hot conditions. We recorded freezing cold conditions in boxes on April 20 
when some early nesting bluebirds are normally laying eggs or incubating. Ambient temperatures of 100° and higher 
would most likely become lethal in non-vented boxes if the nestlings were two or three days from fledging. Vented boxes 
at all three test sites were cooler than the ambient temperature of 100° F by an average of nearly 8° F, and cooler than the 
non-vented control boxes by an average of 4.7° F. Non-vented boxes offer more protection to eggs and nestlings during 
spring cold cycles, while vented boxes provide more protection to nestlings during summer heat cycles. Convertible 
NABS-style boxes were ideal for protecting bluebird eggs and nestlings during low and high temperatures.
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Marking, Craig, and Koperski (2011) monitored 
temperatures inside occupied boxes, non-vented 
non-occupied boxes, vented non-occupied boxes, and 
ambient temperature. Interestingly, 16-day nestlings 
contributed more than 14° F inside the box while the 
ambient temperature was 79° F. Younger nestlings 
contributed much less to temperatures inside 
nestboxes. In non-occupied boxes, vented boxes were 
cooler than ambient temperature of 101° F by an 
average of more than 10° F. None of the nest boxes 
were occupied during that August heat cycle.

We repeated the study in 2011 in anticipation of 
higher temperatures. Three heat peaks and one cold 
cycle occurred during the 2011 nesting season.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Nestboxes were constructed from western red cedar 
lumber that was ⅞ inches thick and rough on one 
side. Nine boxes were constructed as standard 
non-vented boxes and one box at each location was 
vented on site. They were mounted on 7-foot steel 
T- type fence posts covered with 5-foot sections of 
1½-inch PVC pipe for predator control. Houses were 
mounted to the posts facing east with a single U-bolt 
and placed about eight feet apart in full sunlight 
in bluebird habitat. Oval entries on control boxes 
were covered with ¼-inch mesh hardware cloth to 
prevent bird entry. Three groups of houses were set 
up at different locations. Each group consisted of one 
standard non-vented box to be occupied, one vented 
control box, one non-vented control box, and one 
ambient air temperature tube.

Since bluebirds are territorial and reluctant to nest 
close to other pairs or other cavity nesters, the box 
placement was planned to deceive them. Initially, the 
four mounting posts were installed at three different 
ideal nesting locations. On April 15, the box to be 
occupied was mounted to the center post and the 

ambient temperature tube was placed on a post to the 
east so it could serve as a perch for adults attending 
to nesting responsibilities. The two non-occupied 
(control) boxes were placed on posts on either side 
of the occupied box once the eggs were laid and 
ownership was apparent. That procedure enhanced 
their bonding to that box. Temperature recorders 
were mounted to the rear left corner in each box to 
approximate the level occupied by the nestlings.

Temperatures were recorded hourly from April 15 
to August 11 in all houses with HOBO Pendant® 
Temperature Data Loggers (Onset Computer Corp.). 
The ambient temperature was recorded similarly in 
a 3-inch by 12-inch PVC open-ended pipe mounted 
vertically at the same height as prescribed by the 
National Weather Service. This ambient temperature 
setup immediately became a useful perch for the 
attending adults. This study was conducted in 
western Wisconsin near the city of La Crosse.

Software for data analysis already existed at the 
La Crosse office of the Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources, and the Brice Prairie Conservation 
Association also obtained software, so we coordinated 
the processing of the temperature data. The hourly 
temperature data graphs display peak cold cycles, 
such as in April, and peak heat cycles, such as in 
June, July, and August. The minimum and maximum 
ambient temperatures recorded during these cycles 
were used to compare temperatures between 
occupied and non-occupied boxes.

RESULTS
Group 1 was located on a farm yard surrounded by 
buildings, a windmill, and a few small trees so there 
was some interference of air mixing and breezes. 
The yard was mowed routinely to provide access to 
ground insects. Group 2 was located downhill about 
300 yards in a confined meadow that was mowed a 
few times each summer. This site lacks the openness 

Convertible NABS-style boxes are vented on-site 
by lowering the side panels ½ inch.

Group 3 test site with occupied box in center, standard control 
on left, and vented control on right with ambient temperature 

mount as perch.



   Spring 2012          19      Bluebird

to allow breezes and air mixing. 
Group 3 was located uphill of the 
farmstead, was mowed routinely, 
and has no trees or building 
near to obstruct air mixing. That 
slight elevation and openness 
is reflected in slightly cooler 
temperatures (never reached 100° 
F) even though it is located only 
a little more than 100 yards from 
Group 1.

The three sites were familiar 
to local bluebirds, and nesting 
activities were apparent at 
all sites in early May. Cold 
temperatures delayed nesting; 
freezing temperatures were 
recorded on April 20 when early 
nesting sometimes occurs in 
Wisconsin (Table 1).

On June 5 the first heat cycle 
pushed ambient temperatures 
to about 99° F, and nine-day 
nestlings in Group 1 contributed 
over 6° F to the interior of their 
box (Table 1). Younger nestlings 
at the other two sites did not 
seem to contribute heat; in fact 
their standard nestbox remained 
a few degrees cooler than 
ambient.

The second heat cycle occurred 
on June 30 when the ambient 
temperature was about 100° F. 
The occupied boxes contained 
eggs or one-day nestlings, and all 
of these boxes remained cooler than ambient by up to 
5° F (Table 1). The incubating female in Group 1 did 
not seem to contribute heat to the interior of the box.

The most persistent heat cycle lasted four days, July 
16–19, when temperatures peaked at or slightly 
over 100° F. Again, younger nestlings contributed 
little to temperatures inside the box; nearly all the 
occupied boxes remained cooler than ambient (Table 
1). The exception was the July 18 12:00 PM recording 
in Groups 1 and 2 where seven-day and three-day 
nestlings were present (Figure 1).

Vented and non-vented control boxes remained cooler 
than ambient in most of the recordings. In fact, the 
vented control was remarkably cooler than ambient 
during the July heat cycle by an average of nearly 8° F 
(Table 1 and Figure 1). In addition, the vented control 
boxes remained an average of 4.7° F cooler than the 
standard non-vented control box.

DISCUSSION
The habitat surrounding each Group site was similar 
in respect to food availability and ample perches 
for hunting the food items. All the sites have been 
successful in recent years for bluebird reproduction, 
hence all three sites readily attracted them to the 
boxes provided. Elevation and structures present 
perhaps created only minor differences in results 
between the three sites.

Three heat cycles with temperatures reaching 
about 100° F is unusual for Wisconsin, yet higher 
temperatures have been recorded. The elevation at the 
test site is around 1275 feet above sea level compared 
to a little over 700 feet at LaCrosse. Our observation 
that tiny elevation differences influences temperatures 
suggests that temperatures could have reached 103–
104° F at lower elevations. Then, bluebird nestlings 
over 10 days old could suffer heat mortality.

Although we did not experience advanced nestlings 
in the boxes during the heat cycles, five nine-day 

Date Time Occupants Ambient Occupied Standard box Vented box
Group 1

20 Apr 5:00 AM none 29.6 26.7 * *
5 Jun 6:00 PM 5 BB 9-day 97.3 103.5 98.5 95.6
30 Jun 2:00 PM 5 BB eggs 101.7 96.4 97.1 93.7
16 Jul 1:00 PM 5 BB 5-day 100.3 96.7 96.4 91.6
17 Jul 2:00 PM 5 BB 6-day 99.1 96.7 96.0 92.1
18 Jul 12:00 PM 5 BB 7-day 97.7 99.3 98.9 92.6
19 Jul 1:00 PM 5 BB 8-day 101.3 98.7 98.5 93.5

Group 2
20 Apr 5:00 AM none 28.6 28.6 * *
5 Jun 1:00 PM 5 BB 7-day 99.3 96.6 90.5 86.1
30 Jun 1:00 PM 2 BB eggs 102.5 95.8 93.7 89.6
16 Jul 1:00 PM 4 BB 1-day 100.5 95.8 92.7 89.4
17 Jul 2:00 PM 4 BB 2-day 99.5 96.9 93.9 89.8
18 Jul 12:00 PM 4 BB 3-day 95.6 97.9 96.0 90.3
19 Jul 1:00 PM 4 BB 4-day 102.9 98.0 94.3 90.7

Group 3
20 Apr 5:00 AM none 30.6 31.4 * *
5 Jun 2:00 PM 4 BB 6-day 97.9 94.8 95.6 90.3
30 Jun 2:00 PM 5 BB 1-day 99.9 97.5 * *
16 Jul 1:00 PM none 98.7 93.9 96.4 90.9
17 Jul 2:00 PM none 97.9 94.4 96.2 91.4
18 Jul 12:00 PM none 97.5 96.4 96.2 91.4
19 Jul 1:00 PM none 99.3 94.6 98.1 93.1

* Boxes not in place in the field

Table 1.  Temperature (° F) inside bluebird boxes in three groups 
during nesting activity, April–July 2011.
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nestlings contributed 6° to the box with the ambient 
temperature of 99° F. By calculation and a bit of 
extrapolation we could expect heat mortality of 10-
day nestlings with ambient temperatures around 
100° F since 107° F is assumed to be lethal.

Our previous temperatures studies and our present 
study demonstrate that standard non-vented bluebird 
boxes are preferable in Wisconsin in spring and early 
summer because of the adverse weather conditions 
that are normal for this latitude. The cedar boxes 
in this study insulate the interior to both cold and 
heat so the ⅞-inch thick cedar material is ideal for 
construction of these NABS-style boxes.

Constructing the boxes to be converted to vented 
boxes on site as needed by simply lowering each side 
panel would be particularly helpful as temperatures 
approach 100° F or greater and inside the box there 
are nestlings nearing the fledging stage. The Brice 

Prairie Conservation Association constructs all their 
boxes for members’ use and for sale to be converted 
as needed to vented boxes. The material cost is the 
same, although this procedure requires six screws 
to fasten the sides and a few more minutes to drill 
the pilot holes needed in the conversion process.

Our data demonstrated that vented boxes at all 
three sites contained temperatures that were cooler 
than the ambient temperatures during the heat 
cycles. The ½-inch vents on both side panels under 
the roof actually exhaust the heat similar to the 
action provided by chimneys. The space above the 
entry serves as an attic to collect the rising heat, and 
air currents enhance the exhausting character of the 
vents.

CONCLUSIONS
• Freezing temperatures in April in Wisconsin may 

destroy or hinder egg viability and likely delay 
bluebird nesting activity.

• Bluebirds will readily adopt a nestbox in the 
absence of control boxes, bond to the box 
containing their eggs, and continue their nesting 
activities despite the placement of control boxes 
nearby.

• With ambient temperature of 99° F, the presence 
of five nine-day nestlings contributed about 6° F 
to the standard non-vented box. Younger nestlings 
also contributed temperature to their boxes, but to 
a lesser degree.

• Ambient temperatures of 100° F and higher 
would most likely become lethal in non-vented 
boxes if the nestlings were two or three days from 
fledging.

• Vented boxes at all three test sites were cooler 
than the ambient temperature of 100° F by an 
average of nearly 8° F, and cooler than non-vented 
control boxes by an average of 4.7° F.

• The convertible NABS-style boxes were ideal for 
protecting bluebird eggs and nestlings during low 
and high temperatures.
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Figure 1.  Temperature (° F) inside bluebird boxes in three 
groups during the July 16–19, 2011 heat cycle.
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It’s a scene all too familiar to anyone who’s spent 
any time checking bluebird boxes. You slowly 
open a nestbox, expecting to see eggs or perhaps 

downy nestlings. Instead, you see the shiny patent 
leather scales of an Eastern rat snake tightly coiled in 
the pine straw nest. The evidence of the marauder’s 
prize is evident in the five bulges along its otherwise 
sleek length. The somnolent snake raises its head and 
regards you — too sated with its meal to even think of 
escaping. You slam the door shut and reach into your 
work bucket for your leather gloves. There’s no two 
ways about it — this snake must go!

But why? For a long time, groups such as the Virginia 
Bluebird Society have worked toward the recovery 
of Eastern Bluebird populations in North America. 
A legion of dedicated bluebirders can be immensely 
proud of the fact that they have succeeded. Eastern 
Bluebird populations are either stable or increasing 
across most of their range, and 
bluebird populations are at 
almost historic highs.

The scenario described above 
is one of the long-standing 
banes of the bluebirder. To this 
end we have moved our boxes 
from trees and fence posts onto 
narrow poles. We have tried any 
number of techniques to prevent 
snake predation, incuding 
the ubiquitous snake-guards. Why should we go to 
such lengths to prevent what is otherwise a natural 
process — indeed one of the cornerstones of evolution 
through adaptation? In cases where a species is rare 
and its survival or genetic diversity is threatened by 
heavy predation, predator control and exclusion may 
be warranted. If the predator in question is non-native 
(such as the house cat) then the species may not have 
the evolutionary mechanisms to deal with predation 
pressure. In the case of snakes and bluebirds, 
however, it most often comes down to this simple 
truth: we like bluebirds more than snakes.

While many appreciate snakes, there is often a bias 
against snakes in our culture. It is not uncommon for 

completely harmless snakes to be killed out of a knee-
jerk fear reaction. In an attempt to be more humane, 
bluebirders may simply move the snake to a location 
far from its original home. Both approaches are not 
only ethically questionable but are in fact against the 
law in Virginia1,2 and many other places.

There are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, 
relocated animals often have poor survival as they 
don’t know the location of key resources and may 
wander widely in an attept to relocate to familiar 
surroundings. If the habitat is suitable for the species 
in question it likely has resident animals already and 
may not be able to support another individual. Issues 
of genetics and disease spread are concerns as well. 
There will almost certainly be nesting birds in the area 
where the snake is released. Essentially the predation 
pressure is simply being moved from one location to 
another. Clearly, relocating wildlife is not advisable.

So what to do? In many cases 
doing nothing at all may be the 
best course of action. The snake 
may be removed from the box 
or simply left alone to exit in 
its own time. If the boxes in a 
particular location are subject 
to frequent snake predation 
then it may be advisable to 
remove the nestboxes, as they 
are apparently located in prime 

snake habitat. If we are to remain true conservation 
organizations our actions must not be guided by our 
personal preferences or even our fondness for the 
charismatic bluebird. Instead, our management must 
reflect best ecological principles and ethics — even for 
snakes.

Stephen Living is a Terrestrial Biologist with the Virginia 
Department of Game and Inland Fisheries.

This article originally appeared in a slightly different form 
in the Summer 2011 issue of The Bird Box, the newsletter 
of the Virginia Bluebird Society. It is reprinted here with 
permission.

Give a Snake a Break
Stephen Living

1 Virginia Code § 29.1-512 There shall be a continuous closed season on all birds and wild animals which are not nuisance species as defined 
in 29.1-100, except as provided by law. [Author’s note: No snake species is defined as a nuisance under Virginia code.]
2 Virginia Administrative Code 4 VAC 15-30-10: It shall be unlawful to import, export, buy, sell, offer for sale, or liberate within the 
Commonwealth any wild animal unless otherwise specifically permitted by law or regulation.
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NABS is pleased to participate in a

Vehicle/Property Donation Program
If you have a car, truck, motorcycle, RV, boat, or even an airplane that you no longer need, NABS would like 

to receive it as a tax-deductible charitable donation.

To donate, simply call this toll-free number: 866-244-8464. Our agents will have your vehicle, 
boat, RV, etc. picked up and brought to a facility where it will be evaluated by experts and 
a determination will be made regarding what should be done to maximize its selling price, 
thereby resulting in significantly higher value than it might otherwise generate so you 
will receive the maximum tax benefit allowable by U.S. law. For tax purposes you, the 
donor, will receive a formal Certificate of Donation complying with all State and Federal 

requirements for authenticating your donation to NABS, an IRS 501(c)(3) tax-exempt 
charity.

Thank you for supporting the conservation of bluebirds and other native cavity nesters!

Handbook of Nature Study: The Bluebird
Anna Botsford Comstock

TERN as were our Pilgrim Fathers, 
they could not fail to welcome certain 
birds with plumage the color of June 
skies, whose sweet voices brought hope 
and cheer to their homesick hearts at 
the close of that first, long, hard winter 
of 1621. The red breasts of these birds 

brought to memory the robins of old England and 
so they were called “Blue robins”; and this name 
expresses well the relationship implied, because the 
bluebirds and robins of America are both members of 
the thrush family, a family noted for exquisite song.

The bluebirds are usually ahead of the robins in the 
northward journey and arrive in New York often 
amid the blizzards of early March, their soft, rich 
“curly” notes bringing, even to the doubting mind, 
glad convictions of coming spring. There is a family 
resemblence between voices of bluebird and robin, a 
rich quality of tone, but the robin’s song is far more 
assertive and complex than is the soft, “purling” song 
of the bluebird, which has been vocalized as “tru-al-
ly, tru-al-ly.” These love songs cease with the hard 
work of feeding nestlings in April, but may be heard 
again as a prelude to the second brood in June. The 
red breast of the bluebird is its only color resemblance 
to the robin, although the young bluebirds and robins 
are both spotted, showing the thrush colors. The robin 
is so much larger than the bluebird that commonly 
the relationship is not noticed. This is easily explained 
because there is nothing to suggest a robin in the 
exquisite cerulean blue of the bluebird’s head, back, 
tail and wings. This color is most brilliant when the 
bird is on the wing, in the sunshine. However, there is 

a certain mirror-like quality in these blue feathers; and 
among leaf shadows or even among bare branches 
they in a measure, reflect the surroundings and 
render the bird less noticeable. The female is paler, 
being grayish blue above and with only a tinge of red-
brown on the breast; both birds are white beneath.

The bluebirds haunt open woods, fields of second 
growth and especially old orchards. They flit about 
in companies of three or four until they mate for 
nesting. While feeding, the bluebird usually sits on a 
low branch keeping a keen eye on the ground below, 
now and then dropping suddenly on an unsuspecting 
insect and then returning to its perch; it does not 
remain on the ground hunting as does the robin. The 
nest is usually built in a hole in a tree or post and is 
made of soft grass. A hollow apple tree is a favorite 
nesting site.... We should do everything in our power 
to encourage and protect these birds from their 
enemies, which are chiefly cats, squirrels and English 
sparrows.

[Editor’s note: This is an excerpt from the 1918 “Handbook 
of Nature Study for Teachers and Parents” written by 
Constock, an Assistant Professor at Cornell University. 
In spite of its 900+ pages, the author felt that the book 
“does not contain more than any intelligent country child 
of twelve should know of his environment.” Birds, fish, 
amphibians, reptiles, flowers, trees, rocks, minerals, clouds, 
stars, the sun and the moon are all covered with a narrative 
followed by questions to prompt more exploration, and 
ideas for hands-on projects. You can find the book online at 
http://books.google.com]
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Bluebirds Everywhere
“Bluebirds Everywhere” is a feature that celebrates the widespread and creative uses of bluebird images 
and the word itself. We invite you to submit your own images and ideas — simply e-mail them to 
NABSeditor@gmail.com or mail them to NABS Editor, 5405 Villa View Dr., Farmington, NM 87402. Let’s see 
what bluebirds you can find!

NABS member Tamara Barbasch writes, “I’m a 
season pass holder at the Mount Snow ski area in 
Vermont, and this fall, they erected a new chair lift 
which they named ‘The Bluebird Express.’  As you 
can see from the photo, the lift has a blue plexiglass 
bubble to keep us warm when we’re riding up in 
cold and windy conditions [the bubble is in the 
“up” position in the photo]. It’s also interesting 
to note that skiers refer to good weather days as 
‘Bluebird Days’...when the sky is clear and blue and 
sunny... and when we feel happy to be out there on 
the slopes!”

Jerry Newman has a bluebird collection 
— his son gave him this framed fruit 
crate label for Christmas one year. The 
Pehastin Fruit Growers Association 
merged with other grower-owner co-
ops to become Blue Bird Inc.

NABS member Bob Tamm is an avid bluebirder and antique collector; he sent photos of three items that combine 
his two interests. The Bluebird Coffee tin was from the late 1930s or early 1940s and was a product of the Stone 
Ordeans Wells Co. of Duluth, Minnesota, which was known for creating many colorful and creative tins. The Bluebird 
Marshmallow tin from the late 1930s was from the Harry Horne Co. of Toronto, Canada, which distributed food 
products up until the early 1940s. The Bluebird Soda bottle has an original patent date of April 14, 1925.
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Niles Brown spotted 
this attractive sign while 
on a trip to Hyannis, 
Massachusetts last fall.

John Skach sent in 
this photo from the 
Chicago Highlands 
Country Club. The 
club’s logo is this 
nicely done Eastern 
Bluebird. As is 
fitting, John and John 
Baxter established a 
bluebird trail on the 
club’s golf course.
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MEALWORMS!!!
Special pricing for NABS members!!!

Supply Bluebirds With the Best Tasting and Highest Quality Mealworms!!
Guaranteed Live Delivery & Same Day Shipments

Bassett’s Cricket Ranch, Inc.
1-800-634-2445  www.bcrcricket.com  info@bcrcricket.com

I was recently privileged to meet the author of an 
outstanding new bluebird book. I attended the 
NABS 2011 Convention in Jackson, Tennessee 

and met Dr. T. David Pitts, who was charged with 
arranging all the speakers. He spoke himself, on one 
of the evenings, about Mrs. Amelia Laskey, a person 
who had banded more that 10,000 bluebirds in the 
Nashville area from 1936 to 1973. She was a citizen 
scientist, probably one of the first, and her scientific 
reports are still cited.

Then, on the last day of the conference Dr. Pitts was 
there selling a book about bluebirds, and it turned 
out that he was the author! I bought it and found it to 
have the best information about bluebirds that I had 
ever encountered. I strongly recommend it to you. 

Dr. Pitts is a PhD Biologist teaching in the Department 
of Biological Sciences at the University of Tennessee in 
Martin, TN. His book is an insightful telling of his 25 
years of research in the NW corner of Tennessee from 
1969 to 1993. The reflections are based on his 25 field 
notebooks, one for each year of study. They covered, 
among other things, banding, trapping, aging, the 
nest, incubation, overwintering, and my favorite, the 

percentage of bluebirds that lay white eggs, and why! 
I learned so very much from reading this book. It is 
my firm belief that it should be read and referenced 
often by every Eastern Bluebird monitor. The Table of 
Contents nicely organizes the topics that you might 
find of interest. 

You might recall the article by Bob Peak in our 
Fall 2011 Bluebird titled, “The White Bluebird Egg 
Phenomenon.” Dr. Pitts was refered to in it. Now you 
need to read his book and get the whole story.

The book can be purchased from Amazon.com or 
from Dr. Pitts himself (email him 
at dpitts@utm.edu). Dr. Pitts 
self-published this book so the 
information it contains would 
not be compromised by trying 
to appeal to the general reading 
public. It is for YOU!

Pitts, T. David. 2011. Studying 
Eastern Bluebirds: A Biologist’s 
Report and Reflections. 
Redleaves Publishing.

New Bluebird Book
Barbara Chambers
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Quick Takes on Bird News
Bluebirds Inspire
An unemployed artist in Ventura, California put bluebirds to work as messengers of hope. Rather than sitting 
on her hands, feeling glum about the state of the economy and her own financial straits, Stacie Logue crafted 
31 small ceramic bluebirds and placed them around town, one per day during the month of December. 
Her hope was that the bluebirds would inspire passersby who stumbled across them, to encourage them 
and help them face their own struggles with more optimism. Locations included the entrance to a hospital 
emergency room, a public library, a food kitchen, and a senior center. She documented her project online at 
stacielogue.blogspot.com

Update on Bird-Killing Markers
In the last issue of Bluebird, we reported on the hundreds 
of thousands of mining-claim markers in Nevada that have 
killed thousands of birds, especially Mountain Bluebirds 
and other native cavity nesters. The markers — 4-inch 
PVC pipes sticking up from the ground—attract birds 
who enter the pipe as they would any natural cavity. But 
unlike a shallow, rough-sided tree cavity, the slick insides 
of the PVC pipe trap and doom the birds to a slow death 
by starvation or dehydration. In response, the nonprofit 
conservation organization American Bird Conservancy sent 
a sharply worded letter to the heads of the federal agencies 
charged with managing western lands, the Bureau of Land 
Management and the Forest Service. The letter respectfully 
asks the agencies to find a solution to a problem that may have already killed more than a million birds, and 
continues to kill birds, in violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. No word yet on a response from the 
agencies.

Health Threat from Ticks
As if we didn’t have enough to worry about with ticks carrying Lyme Disease, now the Pennsylvania 
Department of Health has released a health advisory related to the state’s first confirmed human case of 
Powassan virus. Powassan is transmitted by deer ticks and groundhog ticks and produces an illness similar 
to West Nile Virus. Infection can result in severe illness and can be fatal in 10% of cases. Symptoms occur 4–18 
days after an infected tick bite and can include fever, headache, vomiting, weakness, loss of coordination, 
speech difficulties, and memory loss. Residual neurological problems can occur in survivors. Powassan is rare, 
with previous U.S. cases found in the northern Midwest and New England. Additional information can be 
found at www.health.state.pa.us. Prevention is the best medicine; take these precautions when traveling in tick 
country:

• Wear light-colored clothing as this will allow you to better see and remove ticks that are crawling on your 
clothing.

• Tuck your pant legs into your socks so that ticks cannot crawl up your legs.
• Apply repellants to discourage ticks from attaching. Repellents containing permethrin can be sprayed onto 

boots and clothing, and will last for several days. Repellents containing DEET can be applied to the skin, 
but will last only a few hours before reapplication is necessary. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions and 
use with caution on children.

• Conduct a body check upon returning from tick-infested areas by searching your entire body for ticks.

Going... Going... 
Wild animals and wild areas are gradually disappearing... from children’s books. A team from the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln recently reviewed thousands of images from children’s books published from 1938 
through 2008 and found that depictions of nature declined, with the disappearance picking up speed in the 
1970s. Even more disturbing is the fact that the books the team reviewed were winners of the Caldecott Medal, 
which is given to honor books with outstanding illustrations. Caldecott awardees are high on the list of books 
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purchased by libraries each year, so libraries across North America are exposing children to books with a 
profound lack of nature images. The concern, of course, is that children who grow up with little exposure 
to the natural world will have little interest in preserving it. Help reverse this trend: buy a kid a book with 
pictures of birds and bugs and mountains!

New Type of Bird Song
A unique collaboration at the University of Montana has resulted 
in a new type of bird song. Avian biologist Erick Greene and 
composer Craig Naylor put their heads and ears together and 
created music based on the vocalizations of birds, including 
a piece called Chickadee Symphony. The tunes had their world 
debut recently, using the talents of the university’s Symphonic 
Wind Ensemble. The concert featured a short presentation by 
Greene about the unique acoustics of chickadee calls, followed 
by Naylor’s explanation of the musical composition of the 
calls. Science and music then merged as the student musicians 
performed the symphony for an enthusiastic audience.

A Mass Bird Die-Off Explained
Reports of mass die-offs involving hundreds of birds grabbed headlines last year. In at least one case, the 
birds apparently were startled from their nighttime roosts by fireworks or other loud noises. The disoriented 
birds died by colliding with trees, buildings, and each other while flying blindly in the dark. In other cases the 
cause of death was never determined, causing some to pin the blame on secret government testing or various 
apocalyptic events. When hundreds of dead European Starlings turned up in Yankton, South Dakota recently, 
local residents probably wondered if something dark and mysterious was occurring there, too. And while 
the cause was eventually pinned on the government, it was not because of any secret program. Rather, the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture was simply doing its job, poisoning starlings at a nearby feedlot where large 
flocks were contaminating animal feed and creating a potential health hazard for livestock and people. Such 
poisoning is a last resort and is not common.

Scotts Miracle-Gro Fined for Selling Contaminated Bird Seed
In late January, Scotts Miracle-Gro Co., based in Marysville, Ohio, agreed to plead guilty to charges in 
federal court and agreed to pay fines in connection with bird-seed incidents dating back a number of years. 
Fines for this case and for another related Scotts case (on falsified pesticide registration numbers) add up 
to $4.5 million. The seed case specifically deals with the recall of seed for wild birds that had been coated 
with pesticides that were known to be toxic to birds; the chemicals were used to keep insects from eating 
the seed during storage. Documents filed with the court indicate that Scotts continued to sell the products 
despite warnings from two employees, a pesticide chemist, and an ornithologist. Part of the fine imposed 
on Scotts will be split among a number of groups and agencies to fund efforts to protect birds, mostly based 
in Ohio. The issue highlights the need for ongoing monitoring of the quality and safety of the nation’s 
bird seed supply. [Based on information in the March 2012 issue of the Birding Community E-bulletin 
(http://refugeassociation.org/news/birding-bulletin/)]
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Winter Wanderers
At least three Mountain Bluebirds showed up in 
Ontario this winter, far from their usual wintering 
grounds in the American Southwest. Bill Read sent us 
this nice photo of a female near Hamilton, Ontario — 
the picture was taken by Tom Thomas around the 15th 
of January.
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Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
How Does Hatching Order Affect Young Bluebirds?
Bluebirds typically lay one egg per day, then start 
incubating when the next-to-last egg is laid. This 
gives all the embryos roughly the same amount of 
time to develop before hatching. Even so, the eggs do 
not hatch all at once — hatching is spread out over 
the course of a day or two, and the eggs that were laid 
earliest tend to be the ones that hatch first.

Being one of the last to hatch could put a nestling at a 
disadvantage — its siblings that have already hatched 
have a head start on growth and might dominate in 
food begging. Being smaller and less able to compete 
for food could keep a later-hatching nestling from 
catching up in size, or it could get less nutrition which 
could in turn hamper its development in other ways, 
such as plumage color.

Fortunately for the late-hatching bluebirds, nature 
has smoothed this out for the most part. True, the 
first to hatch in a brood are larger, but the late-
hatchers mostly catch up by the time they leave the 
nest. They catch up by begging more intensely so 
the older, larger nestlings cannot monopolize the 
food deliveries. The slightly smaller size of the late-
hatchers might reduce their survival rate after they 
leave the nest, but this has not been studied yet.

Also, the blue plumage of late-hatchers is just as 
intense as that of their siblings, so upon maturity 
the late-hatchers should suffer no disadvantage in 
finding mates. Overall, the hatching order of a brood 
of nestlings has little effect on the birds, so no need 
to worry about the “runts” of the litter — nature will 
take care of them.

Nathan Soley, Lynn Siefferman, Kristen J. Navara, and 
Geoffrey E. Hill. 2011. Influence of Hatch Order on Begging 
and Plumage Coloration of Nestling Eastern Bluebirds. 
Wilson Journal of Ornithology 123:772–778.

Low Levels of Mercury Hamper Breeding Success
The effects of industrial pollution on ecosystems can 
linger for decades. Some toxic substances not only 
linger, but actually increase in concentration as they 
move up through the food chain. This is bad news 
for organisms at the top. One of those persistent 
pollutants that continues to cause problems long after 
its release into the environment is mercury.

Industrial mercury discharged into rivers is absorbed 
by aquatic animals, some of which move onto land 
where they are eaten by predatory insects such as 
spiders, which in turn are eaten by birds. At each step 

along the way, the concentration of mercury increases 
because it is retained in the animals’ tissues, rather 
than being passed through their digestive systems or 
broken down. Again, this is bad news for organisms 
at the top of the food chain.

Unfortunately for Carolina Wrens, spiders are a 
popular food item. Wrens living along contaminated 
rivers have elevated concentrations of mercury in 
their blood and tissues, and these contaminated 
wrens are much less successful at breeding than 
wrens living along mercury-free rivers. Contaminated 
wrens are three times as likely to abandon their nests, 
probably because of death of the adults, embryos, 
or nestlings due to the mercury contamination, or 
because mercury can cause changes in behavior of the 
adults or nestlings.

Even more sobering, the mercury concentration in 
wrens suffering these low rates of breeding success 
is relatively low, meaning that even small amounts of 
industrial mercury can have harmful effects.

Allyson K. Jackson [and seven other authors]. 2011. 
Mercury Exposure Affects the Reproductive Success of 
a Free-Living Terrestrial Songbird, the Carolina Wren 
(Thryothorus ludovicianus). The Auk 128:759–769.

A Starling-Resistant Nest “Box”
Putting up artificial nestboxes is a proven way to 
boost local populations of native cavity-nesting birds. 
Unfortunately, it can also boost local populations of 
non-native cavity nesters like House Sparrows and 
European Starlings. Ohio has the dubious distinction 
of hosting the highest breeding-season population of 
starlings of any state or province. Biologists working 
on native cavity-nesting species there tested an 
artificial nest cavity that starlings do not like.
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The nest “box” is actually a PVC tube, 3¾ inches in 
diameter and 11 inches long, mounted horizontally, 
with a 2-inch diameter entrance hole drilled in one of 
the capped ends. A cap is removable for nest checks.

Biologists mounted 100 of the tubes on utility poles, 
10 feet above ground. Each pole had an aluminum 
predator guard below the nest tube. In the first year, 
49 of the tubes were used by native species (Eastern 
Bluebird, House Wren, and Tree Swallow), with none 
used by House Sparrows or European Starlings. In 
the second year, 85 tubes were used by native species, 
plus two House Sparrow nests. For the two years 
combined, an impressive 94% of the nests of native 
species successfully fledged young.

In the second year, an additional 10 tubes were 
installed; these 10 were larger diameter (6¾ inches). 
Starlings nested in two of these tubes, which suggests 
that they like the extra headroom afforded by the 
larger diameter. Bluebirds and swallows used six of 
the other eight.

While an interesting development, this style of “box” 
needs additional testing. The diameter of the smaller 
tube (3¾ inches) is apparently too small for starlings 
— they can get in through the 2-inch opening, but 
they don’t like the low ceiling once they’re inside. But 
we can already exclude starlings from nestboxes by 
using small entrance holes (1½-inch for Eastern or 
Western Bluebirds and 1⁹⁄₁₆ for Mountain Bluebirds). 
The really interesting finding was the starlings’ 
limited use of the larger-diameter tubes — there may 
be something about the shape or amount of interior 
light that deters starlings. This is what needs further 
investigation.

Laura A. Tyson, Bradley F. Blackwell, and Thomas W. 
Seamans. 2011. Artificial Nest Cavity Used Successfully by 
Native Species and Avoided by European Starlings. Wilson 
Journal of Ornithology 123:827–830.

Is the Ivory-billed Woodpecker Still Here or Not? The 
Mathematicians Weigh In
Suppose one day you went out to a natural area such 
as a marsh, and made a list of every species you saw 
or heard. On that first day, you might create a pretty 
long list. And suppose you went back out to the same 
area over and over again, adding every new species 
you encountered to your list. Over time, the number 
of new species you added to your list on each visit 
would decline because eventually you will have come 
across virtually every species in the marsh.

A similar situation exists for efforts to find the Ivory-
billed Woodpecker. The last confirmed sighting of the 
species was in 1944, and most ornithologists believed 
the species had gone extinct by the 1950s. 

An apparent sighting in 2004, along with a short film 
clip, convinced many that the species persisted. Since 
then, extensive, and intensive, surveys have been 
conducted in suitable habitat in the species’ historic 
range. Literally thousands of surveys have been 
conducted on foot and by canoe, and untold hours of 
sound recordings and motion-activated video have 
been analyzed. The number of bird species detected 
at each of four major search areas has long ago 
stabilized at about 55. It’s highly unlikely that even 
one more species will be found in these areas, and 
even more unlikely that the one additional species 
would be the Ivory-bill.

Two sets of researchers, working independently 
and using three different statistical methods, have 
concluded that the Ivory-billed Woodpecker is extinct. 
While the method used by one set of researchers did 
not yield an estimated date of extinction, the other 
researchers concluded the species was most likely 
extinct by 1980, and possibly as early as 1960.

While it is possible to prove that a species still exists 
(by producing unequivocal evidence, such as by 
capturing a live one), it isn’t possible to prove that a 
species is extinct — you can search all you want, but 
you still might miss one that’s lurking in some dark 
inaccessible corner that you hadn’t checked. Such 
is the problem with the Ivory-billed Woodpecker. 
But extensive searches have been conducted since 
2004, and no conclusive, positive evidence has been 
found. Given that public and private efforts to find 
and restore the species run in the millions of dollars, 
while other species in need of conservation actions 
languish, it may be time to reassess the prioritization 
of a species that in all likelihood is already extinct.

Nicholas J. Gotelli, 
Anne Chao, Robert 
K. Colwell, Wen-Han 
Hwang, and Gary R. 
Graves. 2012. Specimen-
Based Modeling, 
Stopping Rules, and the 
Extinction of the Ivory-
billed Woodpecker. 
Conservation Biology 
26:47–56.

Andrew Solow, 
Woollcott Smith, Mark 
Burgman, Tracy Rout, 
Brendan Wintle, and 
David Roberts. 2012. 
Uncertain Sightings and 
the Extinction of the 
Ivory-billed Woodpecker. 
Conservation Biology 
26:180–184.
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Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society

Alberta
Calgary Area Nestbox Monitors
Ron Reist
5720 59 Ave.
Olds, Alberta T4H 1K3 - CANADA
403-556-8043
rreist1@shaw.ca
www.canadiannaturenetwork.ca

Ellis Bird Farm, Ltd.
Myrna Pearman
PO Box 5090
Lacombe, AB T4L-1W7 - CANADA
403-885-4477
403-887-5779
mpearman@telus.net
www.ellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

Mou ntain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

Gwen Tietz
PO Box 401 Stn Main
Lethbridge, AB T1K-3Z1 - CANADA
403-553-2780
mtnblue@telus.net

Arkansas
Bella Vista Bluebird Society
Jim Janssen
83 Forfar Drive
Bella Vista, AR 72715
479-855-4451
jans33@sbcglobal.net

Bermuda
Bermuda Bluebird Society
Stuart Smith
145 Middle Road
Southampton SN01, Bermuda
441-734-9856
smitty@ibl.bm
www.bermudabluebirdsociety.com

British Columbia
Sou thern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Sherry Linn
18588 Old Richter Pass Rd
Osoyoos, BC V0H-1V5 -CANADA
250-495-7891
goldstrm@vip.net
www.bcbluebirds.org

California
California Bluebird Recovery Program
Dick Blaine
22284 N. De Anza Circle
Cupertino, CA  95014
408-257-6410
dick@theblaines.net
www.cbrp.org

Pal os Verdes South Bay Audubon Society
Nancy Feagans
2010½ Pullman Lane
Redondo Beach, CA 90278
310-483-8192
nancy@pvsb-audubon.org
www.pvsb-audubon.org

Southern California Bluebird Club
Bob Franz
5121 Hamer Lane
Placentia, CA 92870-3650
714-528-5082
bluebirds.bob@gmail.com
www.socalbluebirds.org

Colorado
Colorado Bluebird Project
Audubon Soc of Greater Denver
Kevin Corwin - 720.482.8454
9308 S Wadsworth Blvd
Littleton, CO 80128
303-973-9530
303-973-1038 f
bluebirdproject@denveraudubon.org
www.denveraudubon.org/conservation/
bluebird-project/

Florida
Florida Bluebird Society
Bill Pennewill
P.O. Box 1086
Penney Farms, FL 32079
floridabluebirdsociety@yahoo.com
www.floridabluebirdsociety.com

Idaho
Our Bluebird Ranch
Leola Roberts
152 N 200 E
Blackfoot, ID 83221
208-782-9676

The North American Bluebird Society 
serves as a clearinghouse for ideas, research, 
management and education on behalf of all 
bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting 
species. NABS invites all state, provincial, 
and regional bluebird organizations to 
become NABS affiliates in a confederation of 
equals all working together toward a common 
goal, a further partnership in international 
bluebird conservation. No cost is associated 
with affiliating with NABS. Your affiliated 
organization will be recognized and listed 
on the NABS website and in Bluebird. If your 
organization has a newsletter, please forward 
a copy to our headquarters. To find out more 
about becoming a NABS affiliate, read our 
Affiliate Letter. Notice: If you are listed below, 
please check listing to see if it is current.  If not, 
please contact web@nabluebirdsociety.org and 
NABSeditor@gmail.com with correct information.
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Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208-838-2431
fowest@custertel.net

Illinois
Jo Daviess County BBRP
Dick Bach
9262 Fitzsimmons Rd.
Stockton, IL 61085
815-947-2661
kiritemoa@mwci.net
www.jdcf.org/guardians

East Central Illinois Bluebird Society
Loren Hughes
1234 Tucker Beach Rd
Paris, IL 61944
217-463-7175
lghughes@joink.com

Southern Illinois Audubon Society
Laraine Wright
P.O. Box 222
Carbondale, IL 62903-0222
618-457-8769
imabirder@earthlink.net

Indiana
Indiana Bluebird Society
Ken Murray
PO Box 134
Rensselaer, IN  47978-0134
219-866-3081
ibs07@rhsi.tv
www.indianabluebirdsociety.org

Brown County Bluebird Club
Dan Sparks
PO Box 660
Nashville, IN 47448
812-988-1876
360-361-3704 f
b4bluebirds@yahoo.com

Iowa
Johnson County Songbird Project
Jim Walters
1033 E Washington
Iowa City, IA 52240-5248
319-466-1134
james-walters@uiowa.edu

Iowa Bluebird Conservationists
Jerad Getter
PO Box 302
Griswold, IA 51535
712-624-9433 h
712-527-9685w
jgetter@hotmail.com

Bluebirds of Iowa Restoration
Jaclyn Hill
2946 Ubben Ave
Ellsworth IA 50075-7554
515-836-4579
jaclynhill@netins.net

Kentucky
Kentucky Bluebird Society
Philip Tamplin, Jr.
PO Box 3425
Paducah, KY 42002
502-895-4737
ptamplin@aol.com
www.biology.eku.edu/kbs

Louisiana
Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
Evelyn Cooper
1222 Cook Rd
Delhi, LA 71232
318-878-3210
emcooper@hughes.net
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org

Maine
Mid-Coast Audubon Society
Joseph F. Gray
35 Schooner Street #103
Damariscotta, ME 04543
207-563-3578 
cgray025@gmail.com
www.midcoastaudubon.org

Manitoba 
Friends of the Bluebirds
Barry Danard
PO Box 569
Killarney, MB R0K 1G0 - CANADA
204-523-8258
jbdanard@mts.net
www.mts.net/~jbdanard/index.html

Maryland
Maryland Bluebird Society
Kathy Kremnitzer
19305 Deer Path
Knoxville, MD 21758
301-662-7818
Griffin459@myactv.net
www.mdbluebirdsociety.org

Massachusetts
Massachusetts Bluebird Association
Henry R. Denton
726 Montgomery Road
Westfield, MA 01085-1090
413-562-0926
daltd9@msn.com
www.massbluebird.org

Michigan
Michigan Bluebird Society
Kurt Hagemeister
PO Box 2028
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-2028
734-663-9746
810-736-8713 f
khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org
www.michiganbluebirds.org

Minnesota
Bluebird Recovery Program
Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis
Keith Radel & JENean Mortenson
P.O. Box 984
Faribault, MN 55021
507-332-7003
clmjmm@ll.net
www.bbrp.org

Missouri 
Missouri Bluebird Society
Steve Garr
P.O. Box 105830
Jefferson City, MO 65110
573-638-2473
steve@birds-i-view.biz
www.missouribluebird.org

Montana
Mountain Bluebird Trails, Inc.
Johnny Hanna
P.O. Box 14
Wapiti, WY 82450
307-587-7064
president@mountainbluebirdtrails.com
www.mountainbluebirdtrails.com

Nebraska
Bluebirds Across Nebraska
Derry Wolford
705 9th Ave
Shenandoah, IA 51601
info@bbne.org
derrywolford@prodigy.net 
www.bbne.org

New Hampshire
NH Bluebird Conspiracy
Bruce Burdett
5 Upper Bay Rd
Sunapee, NH 03782-2330
603-763-5705
blueburd@myfairpoint.net

New Jersey
New Jersey Bluebird Society
Frank V. Budney
173 Carolyn Road
Union, NJ 07083-9424
908-687-2169
www.njbbs.org
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New York
Bro nx River - Sound Shore Audubon 

Society
Sandy Morrissey
Scarsdale, NY
914-949-2531
www.brssaudubon.org

NY State Bluebird Society
John Ruska
3149 Whitaker Road
Fredonia, NY 14063
716-679-9676
ruskhill@adelphia.net
www.nysbs.org

Orleans Bluebird Society
Gary Kent
3806 Allen’s Bridge Rd.
Albion, NY 14411
585-589-5130
gkworking4u@hotmail.com

Schoharie County Bluebird Society
Kevin Berner
499 West Richmondville Rd
Richmondville NY 12149
518-294-7196
bernerkl@cobleskill.edu

Mic hael Kudish Natural History Preserve
David Turan
2515 Tower Mountain Rd
Stamford, NY 12167
607-652-9137
princessprism@yahoo.com

North Carolina
NC Bluebird Society
Ray Welch
401 Farmbrooke Lane
Winston-Salem, NC 27127-9218
336-764-0226
president@ncbluebird.org
www.ncbluebird.org

Ohio
Ohio Bluebird Society
PMB 111, 343 W. Milltown Rd.
Wooster, OH 44691
330-466-6926
info@ohiobluebirdsociety.org
www.ohiobluebirdsociety.org

Oklahoma
Oklahoma Bluebird Society
Herb Streator
6400 E. Commercial St
Broken Arrow, OK 74014
918-806-2489

Ontario 
Ontario Eastern Bluebird Society
Bill Read
24 Brant Place

Cambridge , ON, N1S 2V8 - CANADA
519-620-0744
info@billreadsbooks.com
www.oebs.ca

Oregon
Prescott Bluebird Recovery Project
Charlie Stalzer
PO Box 1469
Sherwood, OR 97140
email@prescottbluebird.com
www.prescottbluebird.com

Pennsylvania
Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania
Harry Schmeider
448 Portman Road
Butler, PA 16002
724-285-1209
harryschmeider@gmail.com
www.thebsp.org

Purple Martin Conservation Assoc. 
John Tautin
Tom Ridge Environmental Center
301 Peninsula Dr., Suite 6
Erie, PA 16505
814-833-2090
jtautin@purplemartin.org
www.purplemartin.org

South Carolina
South Carolina Bluebird Society
Jim Burke
P.O. Box 5151
Aiken, SC 29804-5151
803-644-0235
jimburke271@gmail.com
www.southcarolinabluebirds.org

Tennessee
Tennessee Bluebird Trails
Louis Redmon
381 Liberty Rd
Wartburg, TN 37887
423-346-3911
amyredmon@hotmail.com

Bluebirds Across America
Farrell Roe
95 Hayes Branch Trail
Jackson, TN 38301
731-424-6161
roerockingr@aol.com

Texas
Texas Bluebird Society
Pauline Tom
PO Box 40868
Austin, TX 78704
512-268-5678
ptom5678@gmail.com
www.texasbluebirdsociety.org

Virginia
Virginia Bluebird Society
Anne Little
726 William St
Fredericksburg, VA 22401
540-373-4594
vbs@virginiabluebirds.org
www.virginiabluebirds.org

Audubon Society of Northern Virginia
Jill Miller
11100 Wildlife Center Drive, Suite 100
Reston, VA 20190
703-438-6008
info@audubonva.org
www.audubonva.org

Washington
Cas cadia Bluebird & Purple Martin 

Society
Michael Pietro
3015 Squalicum Pkwy #250
Bellingham, WA 98225
360-738-2153
mmpietro@hinet.org

Puget Sound Bluebird Recovery Project
Susan Ford
PO Box 1351
Poulsbo, WA 98370
susan@pugetsoundbluebird.org
www.pugetsoundbluebird.org

West Virginia
Potomac Valley Audubon Society
Peter Smith
PO Box 578
Shepherdstown, WV 25443
304-876-1139
pvsmith@frontiernet.net
www.potomacaudubon.org

Wisconsin
Aldo Leopold Audubon Society
Larry Graham
918 Arts Lane
Stevens Point, WI 54481
715-344-0968
lgraham@uwsp.edu
www.aldoleopoldaudubon.org

Blu ebird Restoration Assoc of Wisconsin
Patrick Ready
1210 Oakwood Ct
Stoughton, WI 53589
608-873-1703
pready@tds.net
www.braw.org

Lafayette County Bluebird Society
Carol McDaniel
14953 State Rd. 23
Darlington, WI 53530-9324 
lafayettecountybluebirdsociety@yahoo.com



A great big THANK YOU to these NABS Sponsors!
Our sponsors support the work of NABS through an annual contribution

True Blue Level (at least $250; available only to NABS Affiliates)

Bronze Level (at least $500)

Silver Level (at least $1,000)

Terry & Vicky Larkin Wanda Hutter

Nestbox Neighbors (at least $100; available only to NABS Affiliates)

John Langley
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