@ @ Volume 1, Number 3
1 a 1 a Summer, 1979
' Pages 93 - 132

The Quarterly Journal

of
The North American

Bluebird Society




THE NORTH AMERICAN
BLUEBIRD SOCIETY

Founder

Lawrence Zeleny

President
Robert M. Patterson

Vice President
Jon Boone

Treasurer
Delos C. Dupree

Secretary
Barbara Inzana

Corresponding Secretary
Rev. Raymond Prybis

Directors
Ashley Brock-Johnson
Marilyn Guerra
Eugene Morton
Hubert W. Prescolt
Lorne Scott
Michael L. Smith
William R. Stott, Jr.
Anne Sturm
Marjorie S. Tate
james Turner
Suzanne Turner
jack Van Zant

Executive Director
Mary D. Janetatos

S ialia means bluebirds. Hence, the title of
this journal. It ‘is the word which the
Swedish scientist, Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778),
used to name the genus grouping for bluebirds
a subset within the thrush family (Turdidae).
Technically, sialia is the Latinized, neuter plural
version of the Greek word sialis, a noun
meaning a “kind of bird.” Since the Eastern
Bluebird was the first bluebird he classified,
Linnaeus gave it the species name, sialis. There-
fore, the scientific name for the Eastern Blue-
bird is Sialia sialis (pronounced see-owl-lee-ah,
see-owl-iss). Similarly, the Western Bluebird
and Mountain Bluebird, the two other species
within the genus, were named Sialia mexicana
and Sialia currucoides (coo-roo-coy-dees)
respectively, and their species names are
descriptive of their locations. Al three blue-
birds are native only to the North American
continent, although each inhabits different
regions generally separated by the Rocky
Mountains and by altitude preferences

While the adult birds all show differing
plumages, the yvoung of all three species look
remarkably alike, prominently  displaying
spotted breasts and large white eye rings. This
similarity in plumage was the principal reason
the SOCIETY chose the juvenile bluebird for its
logo. Since bluebirds almost always choose to
raise their young In small enclosed cavities, a
yvoung bluebird ‘sitting near a nesting box
seemed to symbolize our mission. The hope of
any species resides in its young Because of
bluebird nesting preferences, the survival of
their young may depend on the nesting box,
especially since natural cavities, for a variety of
reasons, are disappeanng rapidly. The theme of
bluebird young nurtured in man-made struc-
tures will be a recurring one in our art and liter-
ature. We hope this theme will remind all about
the plight of the bluebirds, and will stimulate
actions which will allow this beautiful creature
to prosper.
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It is with great pleasure that we
feature Dr. T. E. Musselman with one
of his adopted children. Dr.
Musselman provided a systematic
rational for the concept of the
bluebird trail. His nesting box designs
served as the template for most of
those made today.

We encourage charcoal or pen-and-
ink drawings of bluebirds in the hope
they might be selected to adorn the
cover of this Journal. Finished
drawings not selected will be
returned.

Aestuantes hiemis frigidae

momemtote!

SIALIA welcomes the submission of ar
ticles, artwork and photographs for
publication Manuscripts should be neatly
typed and triple spaced All submissions
will be carefully considéred, but authors
considering major submissions should
correspond with the editor first All manu-
scripts will be acknowledged Before pre
paring tables, graphs or other display
material, please check with the editor
about the requirements of our reproduc-
tion process The editor's address is 9505
Good Lion Road, Columbia, MD 21045



Where Do We

Go From Here?

Robert M. Patterson

Short Notes and Reminders

y early June, about 40 First-brood

Nesting Reports had been received
from members representing some 900
nesting boxes in 16 states. Larry Zeleny
reports that a quick count revealed that
280 nesting boxes contained at least one
egg during the first-brood period in 1979,
as compared to 234 boxes in 1978. This is
almost exactly a 20% improvement in
nesting performance during the first
portion of the nesting season, indicating
most bluebirds fared well during the
winter. However, a number of trail
operators reported finding dead bluebirds
in their boxes in late winter, with one
Maryland Eastern Shore trail reporting six
dead birds in one box shortly after our big
blizzard. This particular box was the most
productive on that trail in 1978, and
indicates that a resident family may have
perished.

It's not too late to get your first-brood
report in if you haven't done so. Small
samplings can not be as accurate for
statistical purposes aslarge ones, so please
send your report to the Society marked
“First Brood Report”, just as soon as
possible. Larry will have a complete storyin
the next issue of Sialia.

Trail Numbers

A number of members have written to
request they receive their official nesting
box trail number. Please be patient. If you
are not notified of yourtrailnumberbefore
the end of the nesting season, send your
nesting box record cards in with the spaces
for trail numbers left blank. We'll post the
numbers later.

Thereason forthe delayisthis: there'stoo
little time and too much to do! We have

94

acquired a complete set of U.S. Geological
Survey National Topographic Maps for the
United States east of the 96th meridian,
roughly from Houston, Texas north to Lake
of the Woods in Minnesota. That's a
collection of over 200 maps which have to
have 10-minute grid lines drawn on them,
physiographic region boundaries carefully
drawn in, plastic overlay sheets applied
over each map, Christmas Bird Count circles
plotted and colored, and each nesting box
trail indicated by a small removable label
placed on the overlay. That's a lot of work,
and we will not be able toreally getstarted
on the projectuntil early July, when many of
us involved in the project are through with
Breeding Bird Survey work for the year.

When our mapping system iscompleted,
we'll be able to furnish Xerox copies of
mapped areas for use by local groups and
to help individuals locate nearby trails with
which they might link up. Also, research can
be conducted to see to what extent local
bluebird trails influence bluebird
populations as measured by ChristmasBird
Counts, Breeding Bird Surveys, Censuses
and so forth. Forinstance, there are several
outstanding stories that will be reported in
Sialia of bluebird nesting box trail work
having a dramaticimpactonthe numberof
bluebirds recorded by Christmas Bird
Counts in recent years.
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Many members have not yet provided us
with good descriptions of where their
nesting box trails are located. Just naming
a county is not precise enough. When you
send in your record cards, please include a
note telling us about your trail. Provide a
good local map (it can be hand drawn)that
includes at least a state road or major
county road, and indicate distances to
nearby towns or other landmarks such as
rivers, major parks and the like. Our maps
are at a scale of 1:250,000, or about four
miles to the inch. Many villages are not
listed, so without your help, we may not be
able to complete our work without getting

involved in correspondence.

Nesting Box Record Cards

We have mailed Nesting Box Record
Cards (about June 10) to all members who
returned their membership survey forms
and who indicated they would take partin
the nesting card research program. Of
course we have no way of knowing if other
members need and want the record cards
unless they tell us. Itis not too late. If you will
complete a record card for each box on
your nesting box trail, just tell us how many
cards you need, and tell us where your trail
is located. There is no charge for the record
cards, but since we have already made the
bulk mailing to members at low postage
rates, we will have to mail individual
requests atthird class printed matter rates
or first class. Therefore, we'd appreciate it
if your request was accompanied by a
large (6% x V2 or larger) envelope, self-
addressed, and with 30¢ postage affixed
for each 20 cards ordered.

Record cards should be completed and
mailed to the Society by the end of
September. Persons with very large trails
(over 100 nesting boxes) will be excused if
they need a bit more time. We can be
processing the early returns while awaiting
the large volume submissions.

Receipt of your nesting box record cards,
completely filled out and sent in on time is
very important to us, especially this first
year. We will need several months to
analize the cards, enter the data into a
computer (a totally volunteer operation)
and test the computer programs set up
especially for the Society. Based upon the
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results of this year's project, we may find it
desirable or necessary to redesign the
cards, request different information or
make other changes before printing next
year's supply of cards. Since we want to be
able 10 have the cards available at the
beginning of the nesting season (apologies
for this year), we will need all the time we
can get, so please do try to be prompt with
your returns.

Second Annual Meeting

Our Annual Meeting Committee chaired
by Marilyn Guerra, who receives noble
assistance from Mary Janetatos and Chuck
Dupree, is trying to outdo their marvelous
performance last year. They are hard at
work assembling an extraordinary list of
speakers, topics, slide programs and field
outings for the Second Annual Meeting
scheduled for November 10th and 11th.

This year they have chosen as the
location the conference center of the
Smithsonian Institution’s Front Royal,
Virginia Research Center. Skyline Drive in
the beautiful Blue Ridge Mountainsis justa
few minutes away, and a goodly numberof
bluebirds will be expected on the research
trail at the center.

Due to limited dining facilities, a limited
number of reservations can be accepted
for the meeting. All members will receive
ballots for the election of officers and
directors, and for any major business that
may be scheduled to come before the
meeting. But actual attendance will be
limited by the size of the facility.

The affair will be very informal, highly
educational, and greatly stimulating. We
will somehow make arrangements to
provide transportation from either
National Airportin Washington, DCorfrom
Dulles Airport located nearer to Front
Royal, as well as from Washington bus and
train stations, ifyour arrivalisscheduled for
Friday, November %th.

Since reservations must be on a first-
come first-served basis, itwould be of great
help to our entirely volunteer staff if you
would make your commitment early.

Details about the meeting can be
found elsewhere in this issue of Sialia.
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Planning Workshop in August

A one-day workshop is planned for
Saturday, August 11, somewhere in the
Washington, D.C. area. Precise location,
time, agenda, etc., willbe announced after
some indication is received of attendance
that might be expected.

Part of the workshop will deal with the
Society’s slide program now being
developed. Education Committee
Chairman Richard Tuttle will give a
presentation using a slide program he has
developed and uses at speaking
engagements in Ohio. The Society’s slide
collection assembled by that date will also
be shown.

Another workshop segmentwillinvolve a
discussion and planning session for
developing the Society’s computerized
Nesting Box Record Card program. This
segment will try to decide whatwe want the
computer to do for us, and give some
guidance to computer programmers who
have volunteered their service to the
Society. The discussion will not be technical,
but will centeronthe questions “whatdowe
want to know,” and "how do we want the
information presented.”

A third workshop segment will deal with
bluebird vocabulary. That is, how do we
reduce technical jargon to laymen’s
language, and how can we standardize
terminology for articles appearing in
Sialia, so that all readers will understand
the articles. For instance, compare
frugivorous with fruit eating, bird house or
nest box with nesting box, and many other
terms—some technical, some not—that will
appear in the Society’s publications in the
future.

The workshop will probably begin at
10 a.m. with coffee and donuts served
beforehand. The makings for sandwiches
will be provided during a lunch break, with
the meeting lasting well into the afternoon
hours. There will be no fee or charge for
attendance.

If you are interested in attending, please
respond before August 1st to Robert M.
Patterson at 12601 Buckingham Dr., Bowie,
MD 20715. Instructionsand map for finding
the meeting place will be mailed to you, or
you will be phoned the directions. A
suitable meeting location will be decided
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on by August 4.

If you cannot attend but wish to
contribute suggestions concerning these
topics, your written ideas will be most
welcome and, if received in time, will be
considered by the workshop.

To Budding Writers and Artists

Editing and publishing Sialia is, to put it
mildly, quite a bit of work. In fact, it takes
virtually all the spare time of two people,
and even some time that can’t be readily
spared, to communicate with authors, edit
and rewrite copy, deal with the typesetter,
proofread, lay out and paste up, work with
the printer, etc., before the mailing
volunteers get involved and actually get
your copy on the way to you. Our goal is to
get your copy in your hands by about July
15th, October 15th, January 15th, and
April 15th. You may have noticed we
weren't even close with the last issue.

Our major problem, and it is one we
expected withthe first fewissues, isthatasa
new organization, ittakestime for bluebird
researchers and writers to learn that we
exist, and for us to accumulate a backlog of
material so that we are eventuallyoneissue
ahead in our work.

As you can tellby now, we arelooking for
a variety of informative, educational, and
inspirational stories to present to our
readers. Youmay be ableto help. If you can
contribute a story, long or short, results of a
particular bit of research, a “how to” piece
on construction of nesting boxes or some
other aspect of bluebird conservation, a
few lines of poetry or small sketches of
bluebirds or any other kind of nature art to
help keep Sialia lively and interesting, we
need you. Unfortunately, we are not able
to offer monetary rewards. But, from what
we've heard so far from contributors to
Sialia, there are better rewards in being
able to help advance the cause of bluebird
conservation.

We'd like to hear from you.

Mounting Posts Survey

We had requests fromseveral readersto
present information about the best type of
posts or poles for mounting nesting boxes,
and to give an idea of availability and
price. One reader in particular noted that
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he could ne longer find his favorite product
because the large retail catalogue house
has discontinued the item.

Well, we did a little market survey the
other day in the Washington, DC area, that
included avisittobothSearsand Wards, two
large hardware and lumber outlets, two
neighborhood hardware and home
furnishings establishments, one junk yard,
and two fencing distributors. Here's what
we found out, mixed inwith a bitof opinion.

First of all, the reader who started all this
wanted a piece of metal L-angle with holes
drilled every few inches along at least one
side of the L. We couldn’t find one, but did
run into some L-angle perforated by all
sorts of holes and triangles. It was made of
steel, and was described as an
architectural metal, used for suspending
things from ceilings in buildings, or for
making supports for things like window air
conditioners. In six-foot lengths, it was
offered at $4.89, too rich for my
pocketbook.

We found a remarkable variation in
price between retail outlets for the same
product. Sale items were frequently 40%
lower than non-sale items. We found thata
local junk yard no longer valued such
designation, having graduated to
“recycler’ status. In truth, they didn’t have
any junk to offer. All metal items coming
into their place nowadays is ground up,
baled, and neatly stacked for shipment to
processing mills. Scratch junk dealers, at
least in our area.

We eventually located about a dozen
sensible items, and ranked them astolight,
medium or heavy duty for nesting box
mounting poles. Light duty mounts were
deemed to be those that would successfully
hold up a bird house, but not be able to
stand much abuse. They'd be impractical
for public areas where vandalism might be
a problem. On rural or private property
they might be OK. The two items in the
category were: a seven foot long,
lightweight, galvanized-steel clothes line
prop, available at almost all locations
surveyed for between $1.09 and $1.79. It
was of %" diameter, and simple mounting
brackets costing between 5/69¢ and
10/79¢ could be used, two to a box, for
attaching to the pole.

The second item in the light duty
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category was a hardwood stake, %" x %",
and six feet long. These would give atleast
one or two years of service, longer if taken
in during winter. By drilling holes in the
stake, the box could be attached using
screws or nuts and bolts. The stakes were
pointed at one end and could be pounded
into the ground with a heavy hammer or
sledge. They cost between 33¢ and 46¢ at
garden centers and were described as
garden stakes. They'd do a great job
holding up tomato plants, and an
adequate job for bird housesifthey are not
abused.

Medium Duty Posts

Under this heading, we found three
basic producfs: electrical conduit, a decent
metal fence post of the type used for cattle
fencing, and standard 2" x 2" and 2" x
3" lumber building studs. Eight foot
lengths of the lumber were about 99¢ and
$1.19 respectively. With one end pointed
and treated with creosote or other wood
preserver, they should last for a number of
years. The added height would provide a
somewhat higher hunting perch above the
nesting box than 6’-7" products, another
value factor. Nesting boxes could be
screwed, bolted or nailed to these posts,
even wired to them.

The electrical conduit, also called EMTin
the electrical trade, is a galvanized steel
pipe availablein avariety of diameters. It’s
pretty stout material, and will last a very
long time. It is almost always sold in 10-foot
lengths, so you'll either have to cutit, dig a
hole for it, or stand on a ladder to pound it
into the ground. It's great for wiring to short
fences or for otherwise elevating the
nesting box where vandalism is a problem
and you want the box mounted above
reckless hands.

The price for 2" EMT ranged from $1.70
per length in bundles of 10 (plus shipping)
through Wards' catalogue, to $2.29-52.49
at retail lumber/hardware outlets when
not on sale. The best buywas at $13.13 a
bundle of 10 at an electrical supply house
quoting to an electrician. They might not
sell to you or me, orif they did, itmightbe at
a higher price. However, you can
frequently get the "best” price by
explaining your purpose and appealing to
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the owner's good nature.

For 34” EMT, the catalogue price was
$25.99 plus shipping for 10 lengths, $3.19
to $3.69 at retail outlets, and $18.32 for 10
at the elecirical supply house. Obviously,
buying at wholesale is the best deal if you
can swing it.

The medium-duty fence post is usually
calied a U-post and is pictured below. It has
a fin mounted to the post from 12” to 18"
above the bottom to help stabilize the post
and prevent twisting or bending when
driven to just below ground level. The U-
post has holes drilled every six inches,
convenient for mounting boxes with nuts
and bolts or with wire. All the stores we
visited called these medium duty posts, and
they are very good for mounting bird
houses. However, they have a little tab
punched every six inches, alternating with
the holes, for hanging fence wire. These
tabs would give good footing to climbing
predators, and probably should be
hammered flat before mounting, and a
coat of grease should be applied, asusual.
The U-posts in this category cost between
$1.29-51.99 for 5-foot lengths, and from
$1.49 to $2.39 for 6-foot lengths. Between
18” and 24" would be inserted into the
ground, so a nesting box could be set ata
height of from 36" to as much as 60" to the
entrance hole, depending on size of post
and method of attachment.

Heavy Duty Products

ltems falling within this category ranged
from $1.00 to $8.00 per pole, and were
deemed to be more than sufficient to make
a long-lasting, strong mount for a nesting
box. The Cadillac of the lot was a 1”
diameter water pipe threaded at one end.
Available atseveral outlets surveyed, it cost
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from $7.59 to $7.89, and would require a
mounting flange screwed on the threaded
end through which screwswould be runinto
the floor of the nesting box. This pipe was
only 5-feet long, and you could expect to
pay 75¢ to $1.00 per additional foot of
length. This product certainly is not for
everybody. You might find it a little
cheaper at a plumbing supply house,
especially if you cry on the owner's
shoulder. We'd rather get 7 or 8 other posts
for the money.

For instance, one large lumber outiet
offered 212" to 3" diameter cedar postsfor
sale. &-foot lengths were 99¢ to $1.49 (on
sale and off), and 8-foot lengths were
$1.29 to $1.89. Cedar lasts a very long
time, and we considered these to be the
best buy, along with the medium-duty U-
posts.

Heavy-duty U-posts, just like the ones
mentioned earlier, only of stouter metal,
cost $2.49 to $3.09 for 6-foot lengths, and
$2.89 to $3.49 for 7-foot. These would
require a pretty heavysledgetogetintothe
ground, and we thought them a bit too
much.

Galvanized tubing was the final item in
our research, with 1-34” diameter being the
most common size encountered. It isused a
great deal in the chain link fence trade. It
cost from $3.99 to $4.89 at retail outlets, in
66" and 72" lengths, depending on
whether it was on sale, etc., and at
catalogue stores you would pay quite a bit
for shipping. As usual, buying it wholesale
trom a fencing distributor is the best way to
go. However, they'llreally give you the fifth
degree to make sure you're not simply
trying to save money on a home fencing
project.

The distributor we talked to would sell us
the product in 21-foot lengths, or cut to
standard 63", 72" or 84" sections. His price
was, respectively, $2.95, $3.38, and $3.93,
with about a 10% discount onlarge volume
orders (20 or more at one time).

We'd consider these posts a good value
where real durability is needed, especially
if you want to set the postsin concrete. Pipe
straps for mounting boxes to posts of this
diameter might cost $1.00 or more per pair,
but the post can be drilled with a standard
electric drill and the box mounted with long
nuts and bolts.
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t Thomas Edgar Musselman didn't start
it all, he certainly made it easier for the

rest of us. The name T. E. Musselman is
synonymous with bluebird conservation; it

permeates the published scientific
literature about bluebirds in this century.
Dr. Musselman was a scientist,
businessman, college teacher, family man
and naturalist—not necessarily in that
order. Above all, however, he was an
organizer.

He took a few rather commonplaceideas
and practices, then fashioned a novel yet
workable plan to revive a declining
population of bluebirds. He called his plan
the "bluebird trail.” He spent most of his 89
years educating all who would listen about
the effectiveness of these trails. Today,
more than 50 years after he began,
thousands of people carry on the work he
started. He was indeed the godfather to
millions of bluebirds which his trails gave a
chance forlife. Certainly, he wasthe father
of modern bluebird conservation
techniques, including nesting box design.

T. E. (only a few close friends and
perhaps his wife called him Tom) was the
most famous resident of Quincy, lllinois.
He was born in that city on April 18, 1887.
His father, De Lafayette Musselman, was a
teacher, a businessman and a gifted
calligrapher. The elder Musselman
founded Gem City Business College in
Quincy. T. E. himself became its president.

His father enjoyed the out-of-doors
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immensely. Hunting, fishing and woodlore
practices were a steady regimen of his
childhood. By the time T. E. completed his
undergraduate education at the University
of lllinois in 1910, he was an accomplished
naturalist. In 1911, while attending
graduate school, he was a member of the
first class in ecology ever taught at the
University of lllinois. After taking his
master's degree in 1913, he devoted a
great deal of time talking about the
interrelationships of all life forms. Before
his death he had the opportunity to see this
subject become one of the foremost
international issues of this century.

While attending the University, he was
one of three founders of the national
education honorary, Kappa Delta Pi—and
was its first president. Today, KDP has a
membership of 270,000 of the nation's
leading educators.

T. E. also demonstrated talent as a
student-athlete, playing baseball and
tennis atthe U. of I. During hislasttwo years
with the University, he was captain of the
tennis team and was the tri-state tennis
championin 1914, 1915 and 1916.

After completing his undergraduate
education, T. E. first worked as a secretary
for his father’s Gem City College. He later
taught conversational and business English
courses for the school, eventually
becoming, after the death of his father, its

99



president. In 1916, he married Mary Locke
Scripps of Rushville, a member of the family
which became prominent in American
newspaper circles. They had two
daughters.

His work at Gem City gave him a forum
from which he could pursue his other
interests. As an active naturalist, he gained
regional recognition as a popular lecturer
on natural history. For years he visited the
schools in and around Quincy, and "for
most of the students of three generations,
'T. E. Musselman’ was the one assembly of
the year which no one wanted to miss.

"A lively and aggressive speaker, he
used a vast array of gestures to mimic his
subjects—the boundless energy of a
chickadee, the menacing gestures of a
snake, the proud display of a courting
grouse.” He became immersed in the
animal world and revealed the intimacies
of life in a quiet field or a patch of scrubby
hedgerow. His young audiences were
mesmerized.

But he was not only a gifted lecturer. He
also wrote magazine articles, a daily
nature diary, a regular column for Quinicy's
Herald-Whig, engaged in scientific studies
and enjoyed bird banding. He became a
director of the Inland Bird Banding
Association, gave scholarly lectures for
both the lllinois Audubon Society and
lllinois Academy of Science, and somehow
found time to write a book, Birds of Illinois.

T. E. maintined a life-long interest in Boy
Scouts of America, serving as a First
Secretary of the Boy Scouts. In 1955 he
received the Scouts prestigious Hornaday
Award for Conservation. Today, many
scouting troops monitor bluebird trails
because of his initial activity.

The awards and honors proffered to him
were legion. He received an honorary
doctorate from Carthage College in
Carthage, lllinois. (In fact, hardly a year
went by that T. E. was not taking advanced
coursework in order to keep up with new
trends.) The Reader’s Digest and Ford
Times helped bring his work to national
attention. And in 1971, an Audubon
Society was formed in Quincy. In his honorit
was called the Musselman Audubon
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Society.

But for all hiswork with many causes, T. E.
remains best known, and properly so, for
his work with bluebirds. Dr. Musselman
began to notice, even in his youth, that the
bluebird population around Adams
County, lllinois, was diminishing rapidly.
From his personal observations and from
his studies in the field of ecology, he
inferred the reasons. The abundance of
House Sparrows and Starlings were taking
over most of the natural cavities which
bluebirds formerly used. Bluebirds
therefore had no suitable place to nest.

In 1926, T. E. began to put up a few
nesting boxes which he specifically
designed for bluebird occupation. For the
next eight years he observed that bluebirds
readily took to them. In 1934, he set out 25
bluebird nesting boxes along back country
roads and began to monitor them closely.
His own account of that experience is so
highly instructive that we decided to
publish it along with this feature. Keep in
mind this study was done nearly 50 years
ago. Notice the attention to detail which
was so characteristic of the Musselman
method.

In later years T. E. increased his trail to
more than a hundred boxes spread
throughout 43 miles along county roads. His
trail produced splendid results. Dr.
Musselman continued to experiment,
checking the nesting box entrance hole
requirements, ventilation, drainage, floor
dimensions, cavity depth, and relating
these to bluebird territorial imperatives.

Encouraged by his successes, T. E. began
to spread the word. Others, some
independently, some under his direct
supervision, began bluebird trails of their
own. The experiments still continue to this
day. And new nesting box designs will be
advanced periodically. But the concept of
the bluebird trail, with the emphasis on
regular monitoring and maintenance,
began with Dr. Musselman. The ease with
which anyone can operate such a ftrail
makes it highly unlikely that a better
concept in bluebird conservation will
emerge.

T. E. monitored his own trails for more
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than 40 years. During much of that time it
included in excess of 1,000 boxes. Dr.
Musselman himself banded thousands of
bluebirds and conducted arange of studies
about their behavior. The number of
people he has influenced is astonishing.
Richard Sloan’s famous painting, "Eastern
Bluebird,” wasdedicated toT. E. atthetime
of its publication. Dr. Lawrence Zeleney,
author of The Bluebird and Founder of the
North American Bluebird Society, has
acknowleged Musselman’s contributions
many times.

In 1969, T. E. washonored at "T.E. Dayin
Quincy,” sponsored jointly by the City of
Quincy and the Nature Society (then the
Griggsville Wild Bird Society). Several
hundred persons, including educators and
naturalists from several states, attended
the banquet capping the event, and paida
lengthy tribute to the man whose life had
made such great difference to the
community and the nation.

Dr. Musselman left a considerable
legacy. His children, his grandchildren, his
great grandchildren. He brought the
bluebirds back, and along with them, a
plan to guide their posterity.

T. E. died on Saturday, June 12, 1976,
not too long after his bluebirds had
completed their first nesting of thatseason.
He had been in declining health forseveral
months. It was a sad day for us all.

At present much of hisoriginal trail boxes
have disappeared. A changing habitat in
Adams County has encouraged greater
populations of House Sparrows. Sporadic
efforts have been made to revive these
trails, but these efforts met withinconsistant
results. However, Quincy was just the trail’s
beginning. T. E. showed us the way and
there is a whole continent remaining.

In writing this Profile, the editor
gratefully acknowledges the considerable
contribution of Mr. Tom Coulson, former
editor of the "Purple Martin News.” Atone
time Dr. Musselman wrote a feature column
for that publication. He also worked
extensively with Purple Martins, helping to
design a much used nesting box for that
species.

Tom, good luck in your new job.

HELP THE BLUEBIRDS

T. E. Musselman

EDITOR’S NOTE

The following article by Mr.
Musselman was the first nationally
published call for bluebird
conservation in the United States,
and appeared in Bird Lore 36:1,
Jan.-Feb., 1934. Bird Lore was the
official publication of the National
Association of Audubon Societies
and was the forerunner of today's
National Audubon Society’s
Audubon magazine. We wish to
thank the editors of Auduben for
permission to reprint this article for
your enjoyment.
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luebirds almost faced extinction late in
the 90's. Yearly they had been the first
migrants up the Mississippi Valley, rivaling
even the Pintail and Mallard Ducks in their
early appearance. One luckless year a
warm February wind blew from the south
for days and in came the major migration-
wave of these blue-backed thrushes. Then
the weather changed; the wind turned to
the north; snow and rain formed a coat of
ice and sleet over everything. For three
weeks there was no relief. Bluebirds died
by the thousands; in fact, their numbers
were decimated by a single cruel whim of
nature.
Modern horticulture next stepped in to
reduce the remaining Bluebird population,
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forinthe old days every orchard had a few
stumps whose surfaces were perforated by
Downy Woodpecker. Dead limbs were
abundantly supplied with nest-holes for
whose possession the Bluebirds quarreled
with the Titmice, Chickadees, flying
squirrels, and white-footed mice. The old
orchard trees and stumps were chopped
down and burned; hollow limbs were
trimmed and painted; further rot and
excavations were discouraged by a
generous application of deadly chemicals
applied to trunk and branches.

Scientific agriculture next took sides with
the adverse weather and horticulture in
discouraging this lovely visitor. It decreed
that every rail-fence must be torn down.
Even the wood posts were displaced with
iron and wire. Yearly the plaintive calls of
the Bluebirds grew fewer. Nesting-sites
were harder tofind because of the increase
of the so-called ‘Jennie Wren’ population
and the appearance of the Starlings, who
confiscated every available nest-hole.

In studying the history of birds, | waslong
ago cognizant of the fact that the Bewick's
Wren had been our native Wren. Building
under porches and behind rafters about
the old outhouses and sheds, it was loved
forits shyness and lovely song, butitdid not
crave closer contact with civilization. It
showed no interest whatsoever in bird-
boxes which small boys built, but ‘Jenny
Wren' was most appreciative of such
attention. She deserted her former nesting-
sites in the soft willow stumps along the
country creeks and moved to town.
Everybody seemed to like this noisy,
impertinent bird, while the secretive
‘Bewicks' decreased in number until they
were replaced very generally throughout
the state by the House Wrens.

Several years ago the thought occured
to me that if the House Wren population
could be increased so materially by the
erection of bird-houses, perhaps the
Bluebirds would likewise respond to similar
attention if the right type of home were
built and properly placed. | experimented
with many kinds of boxes—some were
rustic, others were plain bungalows.

I found the most effective type was a
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small mail-box. | even cut knot-holes from
dead trees and nailed them to the front of
the entrances. These boxes were placed at
heights of from 3 to 10 feet. Some were
nailed to posts about the country roads,
others were attached to trees in the woods
or along the river and lakes. | found that
those with a knot-hole entrance were
aftractive to Tufted Titmice, particularly if
placed high in a tree. Almost every box of
the mail-box type which | attached low
down on a fence-post rewarded me with a
first and later a second nest of Bluebirds.
They prefer, however, a plain box with a
single hole as entrance.

In the native tree-hole nest which | had
studied in former years, | found, because of
the small size of the nest cavity, that many
Bluebirds laid but three eggs, others four.
The average complement, however, was
under four eggs. The first year that |
distributed my mail-box nest | was
immediately aware of a larger
complement of eggs—four, five, and six—
with a corresponding increase in the
number of young birds. Then it was that |
came tothe decision to build Bluebird boxes
wholesale. | planned a removable top to
allow banding, and all were to be placed
on fence-posts about the open fields at a
height not greater than 3feet. Thus| hoped
to attract migrant birds which would
remain in Adams County during the full
nesting season.

I was fortunate in finding a factory which
was willing to give me all of the white pine
crating-boards | could use. They were 4
inches broad and an inch thick, which was
just the right size for the sidings of my
Bluebird boxes. A single, 9-inch, angular
cut with the saw made one side, a second
cut 9 inches down gave the other side. Two
additional straight cuts farther down on the
board, one 9 inches and the next 4 inches
beyond, gave me the front and bottom.
With my extension bit | bored a hole 134" in
diameter in the front. This entrance-hole
was placed about an inch from the top. A
snug bottom was slipped into the two sides
and front, and the entire box was then
nailed on to anold back board. The top was
cutto extendslightly overthe sidesand over
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the front like the lid of a mail-box. | made
this top removable by using eyescrews and
hooks. In others | bored two small gimlet-
holes through the top and then, by driving
headless nails through these holes into the
box, | could slip the top board down over
these nails and hold it snug. On several
others | used small hinges.

| completed twenty-two of these boxes,
which | painted with a dirty grayish brown
paint, and | sprinkled sawdust over them
while the paint was still moist. they were
apparently well weathered before the
arrival of the Bluebirds. This collection of
boxes was placed on posts along one of the
state roads, the entire circuit being about 5
miles long.

I placed them close enough to the
highway to allow regular inspections
without a great deal of walking. Although
they were within sight of passing
automobiles, | was fortunate in having but
one box removed. All were in position
several weeks before the first flight of
Bluebirds, which arrived about February
15.

Nesting did not commence until much
later in the season. The first nest-grass was
carried about April 1. Full complements of
eggs were general throughout the boxes
by April 20, and by May 5 young birds were
beingfedin practically all of the nests.

The following data are interesting:

Total boxes, 22. Occupied by Bluebirds, 18.

3 nests had 4 eggs each.
13 nests had 5eggseach.
2 nests had 6 eggs each.
1 nest was vacant.
1 nest had House Wrens.
1 nest had 4 Bluebird eggs destroyed
by English Sparrows.
1 nest had Red-headed Woodpeckers.
Total eggs, 93; total birds matured, 88

Average eggspernest ______ 4.890
Average birds pernest ______ 4.631
Infertile eggs 1.000
Eggs destroyed by Sparrows ____ 4.000
Percentageinfertile ____ 010
Percentage destroyed _____ 043
Percentage of birds matured .947

1.000
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Practically all of these young birds were
banded and the nests were deserted by
May 30. There was a general rest-period of
about three weeks, during which time |
cleaned the grass and debris from most of
the boxes.

Four weeks later the birds commenced
building again. During the third week in
June, | again summarized the activities in
my boxes:

Total boxes, 22. Occupied by Bluebirds, 15.
2 nests had 3 eggs each.
7 nests had 4 eggs each.
6 nests had 5 eggs each.
2 nests had English Sparrows.
1 nest had Red-headed Woodpeckers.

4 nestswere vacant.

Total eggs, 64; total birds matured, 35.
Infertile eggs 7.000
Eggsdestroyed _____ 22.000
Average eggspernest ____ 4.260
Average birdspernest___ 2.330
Percentageinfertile 110
Percentage deserted 343
Percentage of birds matured .547

1.000

Of the seven boxes untenanted by
Bluebirds, two were vacant; English
Sparrows infested three; a Red-headed
Woodpecker, after excavating the sides of
one box, laid three eggs on the chips and
matured two birds; a cow scraped off the
top of another box, and the nest which had
been started was deserted.

SUMMARY

The first nesting isfar more effective than
the second. There was but one infertile
egg and there were no desertions during
the first nesting period. The mother birds
sat more closely, and often | took them off
the eggs and banded them and returned
them. In some cases they remained sitting
and in other cases they would leave the
nest, only to return in a few moments. The
mother birds became so used to entering
and leaving by the entrance-hole that
when | opened the top they seemed to be
unaware that an escape could be made
through the upper area. A total of 88 birds
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from 93 eggs puts the rate of mortaility
extremely low.

In the second nesting, however,
desertions andinfertile eggs showed a high
percentage of increase. It is possible thata
number of the birds did not attempt to rear
a second brood, or at least they traveled
elsewhere for a nesting-site. | planned,
however, to place two boxes close enough
to allow an interchange between the first
and second nesting periods.

My suggestion is that persons interested
in conservation encourage the local high
school biology class to organize an
experiment dealing with Bluebirds which
will encourage the placement of a large
number of these simple boxes on odd posts
about farms in the vicinity of the high
school.

If such campaigns are started | see little
reason why every county in the nesting-
area of Bluebirds should nothave abattery
of several hundred Bluebird boxes placed
at well-selected points throughout the
county, with a corresponding increase in
the Bluebird population amounting to
perhaps eight young birds a box yearly.
Encouraged by my experience, the science
teacher at the Mt. Sterling (lllinois) High
School carried on a similar experiment with
his biology class, and the students actually
built about fifty simple boxes and placed
them about the farms surrounding Mt.
Sterling. Their success was similar to mine.
This year | expect to send out mimeo-
graphed copies of box-drawings and
instructions to every country school in
Adams Countyinthe hope ofinterestingthe
farm children in Bluebird conservation.

The boxes should be substantially made
and well painted; a removable top is wise
for inspection, for cleaning, and banding
purposes. The boxes can be made during
the winter-time and should be in place by
March 1.

An occasional white-footed mouse may
take possession, but he can easily be
caught and killed and his nest material
removed. | found little competition from
English Sparrows, except where the boxes
were placed close to a farmhouse or barn.
Starlings are too few in number in this
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locality to cause effective competition at
present, and as the boxes are low, they do
not seem to be interested.

Asthe boxes contained full complements
of eggs, or even young birds, before the
House Wrens appeared (males, April 15,
and females, April 25), there was little
competition fromthissource.lsee noreason
why, in the course of time, the numbers of
Bluebirds should not increase sufficiently to
compare favorably with House Wrens.
However, it will only be through the action
of organizations and interested individuals
that this can be done, as it is necessary to
build these boxes properly and place them
at vantage points where the Bluebirds will
accept them readily.

In the 1934 season | expectto place more
than a hundred additional boxes. These
will be scattered broadcast over the
neighboring farms, and, once such a box
has been placed, it is interesting to note
how the farm family on whose property the
box has been placed immediately takes
over the protection of the little blue-backed
renters who havetaken up housekeepingin
their box.
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BEST KEPT SECRET

William L. Groth, Jr.

Supervisor of Education

Museum of Science and Natural History, St. Louis

P robably the best kept secret during
World War llwasthe establishmentof a
National Bluebird Trail. From a modest
beginning by a Junior Audubon Club in
Cape Girardeau, Missouriin 1938, the Trail
grew under the auspices of the Federated
Garden Clubs of America to reach coast to
coast by 1944. While many details have
been lost over the years, some facts can be
reported that indicate the scope of the
project.

Mrs. Oscar Findley organized the Junior
Audubon Club in Cape Girardeau and,
under her guidance, the group planned an
ambitious project to put up a chain of
bluebird houses around Cape on the
picturesque Cape Rock Drive. They then
banded the bluebirds and kept records of
all nesting activities. They wanted to
expand the Trail toinclude all the highways
near Cape, but World War Il stopped
them.

Mrs. Erle R. Jackson, President of the
Better Garden Club of Kirkwood, Missouri
had visions of extending the Trail
throughout Missouri. She secured
permission from the Missouri Highway
Department to place bluebird houses
along the highways. Mr. George E. Moore,
state Naturalist and editor of the state
Audubon Society bulletin, furnished plans
for the houses (designed by Dr. T. E.
Musselman of Quincy, lllinois).

In February 1942, Mrs. Jackson
suggested the project to the members of
her Garden Club, who decided to adopt
the Trail as their project. Each member
pledged a minimum of two houses for the
first Trail, which was to be along U.S.
Highway 50 (now Missouri state highway
100).

On March 2, 1942, the first house of the
firstleg of the Trail leading to Route 50 was
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put up. Twenty-five bird houses were putup
onthat day andthe following week the trail
was extended to Gray Summit Missouri and
through Rockwoods Reservation. Many
houses were occupied almost as soon as
they were put up.

On March 17, 1942, the Trail was taken
over by the State Board of Federated
Garden Clubs of Missouri. At least thirteen
local clubs were working on the project.

Several lllinois clubs started a Trail from
East St. Louis to Springfield, lllinois, which
completed the connection between
Columbia, Missouri and Springfield, a
distance of over 200 miles. On May 6, 1942,
the Missouri Bluebird Trail was officially
dedicated at Columbia, Missouri. In just
these few months, 2,680 houses had been
built and placed along Route 50 and an
unknown number of miles of side Trails.
With the success of the Missouri Trail, visions
of extending the Trail coastto coastentered
the minds of these dedicated people.

A nationwide call was sent and by the
end of 1942, Indiana, Ohio, Kentucky,
Arkansas, Wisconsin, lowa, Louisiana and
Texas joined Missouri and lllinois. By the
end of the year some 4,600 houses were
reported up and waiting for tenants.
Kansas, Tennessee, Alabama, Colorado,
Pennsylvania and Georgia joined in 1943.

The last gaps in the National Bluebird
Trail were closed in 1944 when Utah,
Nevada, California, Washington, North
Dakota, North Carolina and Florida
pledged their support. The vision of a coast
to coast Bluebird Trail had become
transformed from a dream to a reality.

On May 9, 1945, the National Bluebird
Trail was formally dedicated in
Springfield, Missouri. The Federated
Garden Clubs were congratulated fortheir

Continued on page 111
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udging by the continued brisk sale of

books about birds, bird-watching
remains high on the list of activities that
people enjoy. Some join ornithological
societies and participate in bird walks and
bird counts, while others prefer to consult
their field guides and identify the birds of
their yards and gardens. Meanwhile a
growing interest in photography has been
developing. More and more people are
buying cameras and are seeking new
subjects at which to aim their lenses. So it
appearsinevitable thatintime a numberof
birders should take to photography while
some photographers should become
interested in birds. In my own case my
photographic interests preceded my
ornithological interests, and it was the
search for new photographic fields to
conquer that led me to the pursuit of birds.
Having combined these two hobbies more
than twenty years ago and having
diligently pursued them ever since, | have
discovered that one complements the
other. The satisfaction of producing a good
picture is heightened by the pleasure of
adding another bird to the collection. It is
from my hundreds of hours of experiencein
photographing birds that | set down some
helpful hints on how to take bird pictures. It
should be keptinmind thatone need not be
a master photographer or a noted
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NOTES
ON BIRD
PHOTOGRAPHY

Hubert A. Brandenburg

ornithologist to derive much enjoyment
from this hobby. Some basic equipment,
combined with a general knowledge of the
habits and locales of birds, a few
elementary techniques, plus a good
measure of patience, will bring satisfactory
results.

As for equipment, | would recommend
the versatility of a 35mm single lens reflex
camera, equipped with a telephoto lens of
at least seven-power magnification. It is
essential to view throughthe lensinorderto
accomplish the critical focus necessary fora
good bird picture. A power-winding
mechanism for rapid advancing of the film
would be helpful, though not essential.
(Some birds seem oblivious to the snap of
the shutter and will stay around for several
shots, while others will allow only one pose.)
My camera is a Zeiss Contaflex Super, and
my telephoto lensis aseven-power Bushnell
monocular equipped with a near-focusring
which limits the range to an area between
tour and twelve feet. Though the
equipment is sophisticated enough, the
lens was not made for this camera; so a
dark-colored handkerchief wrapped
around the camera lens and the monocular
eyepiece keeps light from entering. This is
not a recommended procedure. It is
mentioned only to demonstrate that a
certain amount of ingenuity will be needed
occasionally to adjust to certain
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inadequacies which may arise. A flash
attachment will also be indispensable at
times when the lighting is poor. However, in
telephoto work the flash will be etfective
hardly more than twenty feet from the
camera. If the flash can be removed from
the camera and placed closertothe subject
good results may be more predictable. The
use of flash bulbs rather than an electronic
flash is usually preferable since the flash
should be ready for quick shots, and
electronic flash left on will lose its charge
rather quickly. Of course, if the scene is set
and will remain so, such as with babies in
the nest, the electronic flash may be usedto
advantage. Another necessary piece of
equipment is a strong maneuverable
tripod. It is important to become very
familiar with the positioning of the tripod
and its handling before setting up in the
field. It is most frustrating to spend too
many seconds trying to operate the handle
of the tripod in locating the bird, only to find
that a “great shot” has flown. A cable
release is a small but useful item. The
camera will remain more steady with the
use of a cable release, and also by holding
the plunger constantly the shutter is ready
for release even while the tripod head is
being maneuvered. It is important to
choose a fast film, such as Kodacolor 400 or
Ektachrome 400, for these allow shutter
speeds of 1/250—far more successfulthan
the 1/60 that was necessary in the days
when the maximum ASA was just 64. Also
the use of the smallestaperture possible for
the existing lighting conditions makes for
greater depth of field. One consideration
to be stressed is that the individual
photographer/birder should become
comfertable with his equipment so that
after shooting a few rolls of birds he can
relax and enjoy the scene taking place
close-up before him. Worrying needlessly
about focus or incorrect exposure can
greatly curtail the fun that one should
experience while quietly entering the world
of a bluebird, Cedar Waxwing, orKilldeer,

The careful selection of locationsin which
to photograph birds is no less important
than the choice of equipment to the success
of one’s efforts in bird photography.

Volume 1, Number 3

Countless hours could be spent wandering
aimlessly through the fields and woods,
sighting an occasional interesting bird, but
being unable to sneak up close enough or
toset up the equipment speedily enoughto
get ashot. Atsuch times it becomes obvious
that it is one thing to see and identify a bird
and quite another to capture the bird on
film. After my first roll or two yielded
nothing but tiny birds inlarge backgrounds
| realized that | must become more
ambitious in order to produce the results
that | had in my mind’s eye—close-up bird
portraits. Atfter a period of experimenting
with various sites | determined that thevery
best spot to photograph a bird is atthe nest,
especially when the young are being fed.
The bird remains so involved in his activity
that it is often unaware of the
photographer’s presence. And while
feeding it will return to the nest countless
times so that a missed shot is not necessarily
the end of the photographer’s chances. |

have often taken pictures of a bluebird five
or six times an hour as he returned to the
nest, while a Pileated Woodpecker has
allowed me only one snap per hour. It is
important to snap as many frames as
possible because final results invariably
show that there are many more turned
heads, blurred wings, and vacated boughs
than there are perfect poses. It should also
be kept in mind that the photographer is
entering the bird’s domain, and nothing
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should be done to jeopardize the privacy
and the safety of the bird and his family.
This admonition need hardly be given an
avid birder, but some over-zealous
photographers may thoughtlessly
disregard the bird’s privacy in their
attempts to get just one more shot. Most
birds seem undisturbed by a flash shot and
will readily return to the scene, but if the
flash or the photographer’s presence
seems to affect the bird’s feeding pattern, it
isimportant to move away from the scene. |
have found that the second-best site for
taking bird pictures is o feeding areq,
whether it be nature’s berry bush or man's
feeder. Of couse, the more one can limitthe
size of the areq, the better are the chances
for success. In a yard full of Pyracantha
bushes the Cedar Waxwing will invariably
seem to frequent the ones where the
photographer is not. To snap some of the
winter birds, set up the camera near a
feeder, or even try some through-the-
window photography, if the distance
permits, keeping in mind that a bird posing
on a limb or stump makes a more pleasing
picture than one sitting of the ledge of a
feeder. If the birds tend to land in a tree
near the feeder, zero in on one of the
branches and wait quietly for your
unsuspecting visitors. lhaveeven positioned
a branch from the ledge of the feederitself
and so have snapped a Blue Jay amidst
holly berries and a Pine Siskin perchedona
pine cone. This technique also produces a
softly blurred background, giving the bird
and branch a three-dimensional effect.
This branch set-up may also be used neara
bluebird box or a bird bath. Abathingspot
is a particularly good place to find birds,
butif possiblethe areashould be limited, as
at a smallspring. And the results will be best
if the shotistaken before the bird entersthe
water to splash or retires to a nearby
branch to shake dry and preen.

The readers of this journal may be
principally interested in taking pictures of
bluebirds; so to demonstrate techniques let
us set out with camera and equipment to
the nearest bluebird trail and try for our
first bird photo. Since bluebird trails are
often found along country or mountain
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roads with the boxes mounted on fence

posts, a car can serve as an excellent blind
and may be parked within shooting range
of the box. Next note the lighting
conditions and prepare the camera
settings accordingly. Either full sun or full
shade is preferable. The coming and going
of the sun on a partly cloudy day makes for
difficult lighting conditions. Remember to
use the flash attachment for a completely
shaded location. Now sit quietly and
cbserve the routine of the birds. If they are
feeding young, they should return to the
nest frequently. Notice if the bird flies
directly to the box or lands on a nearby
fence or limb first. Aim the camera at the
spot which it frequenis most often. Pre-
focus on this spot. With luck the bird will
soon appear. With the camera steadiedon
the frame of the open car window move it
quietly but deftly to find the bird in the
view-finder and complete the critical focus,
if necessary. Then snap the shutter. Tosnap
in haste before focusing well will yield
disappointing results. Some bluebirds will
sit quietly near the box for several minutes,
allowing a series of pictures. At times one
bluebird parent will be more cooperative
than the other, seemingly not as disturbed
by the photographer's presence as is its
mate. If the location of the bluebird box
does not allow for a car to be nearby, you
must use some sort of blind and set up the
camera close enough so that the box very
nearly fills the entire frame from top to
bottom. This will assure that the subject will
be of adequate size in the finished photo.
Continued on page 131
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Day 2 - Day 4

Under the skin, small, dark areasappearat
this time and increase in intensity along the
small fleshy portion from the bend of the
wing to the fip. While largely obscured
from view by the dark down the back and
head, the bird also develops feathers
beneath the surface of the skin. With the
procession of time the wings take on
wash-board look as the feather shafts rise
under the skin just beforetheemergenceof
the primary pin feathers. Feathers now are
also more noticeable on the flank and tail
as day 4 arrives. (Fig. B)

Figure B.
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Day 5-Day 7

Most feathers on the back and wings are
beginning fo rupture the skin. While they
have not begun to unsheath appreciably,
the primaries are now growing at the rate
of 4-5mm (ca 3/16”) per day. Very little of
the bird’s body isvisible and the skin, where
visible, has a very wrinkled texture. The
eyes begin to open and the back and head
feathers begin to unsheath atvarying rates
depending on the activity of the particulor
individual. (Fig. C)

Figure C.

Day 9 - Day 11
The primary feathers are beginning to
unsheath exposing the brilliant colored
feathers of the males and more subdued
colors of the females. The eyes are open
and not just slit openings noticed in earlier
days. (Fig. D)

Figure D.

Day 12 - Day 16
The birds become more restless in the nest,
and the white eye-ring has become very
noticeable ataboutDay 13. Onthefemales
a difference in the back feathers is now
noticeable. There are light spots in the
feathers which are more numerous in the
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females, and contain a larger area per
spot than the males. (Fig. E)

Figure E.

It should be recognized that the
information presented may vary slightly
from brood to brood and will, in all
likelihood, show the widest variance from
small numbers of nestlings to large
numbers. Using the above key, a bander
will be ableto planhow much time he needs
to wait before banding a specific brood.

Continued from page 105

outstanding effort.

By 1946, 6,728 houses had been put up
and there were pledges for many more.
After this great effort was accomplished,
interest began to wane except in local
areas. Even conservation departments lost
interest. For example, the Field and Forest
Wildlife Conservation Club of University
City, Missouri High School, put up some 100
houses underihe guidance oftheirsponsor,
Mr. Rex Conyers. All houseswere placed on
the August Busch Wildlife Area operated
by the Missouri Department of
Conservation. The houses lasted only a
couple of years as all old power and
telephone poles were cutdown (houses and
all)in order tosalvage the copper wire. The
wire could have been salvaged just as
easily by cutting the poles above the
houses.
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NEW BOOK OFFERINGS
By R.B.LAYTON

$3.95
plus

shipping

192 pages
paperback
5757

The authoritative book about one of our
most beloved birds. Thoroughly done in
a most readable fashion. Now in its 5th
printing. Includes plans for making and
erecting martin houses, and contains an
excellent bibliography for those who
wish to explore technical aspects of the
martin’s biology.

$5.95
plus

shipping

36 pages in
paperback
5% x 8%

Photographs of birds, their eggs and step-
by-step drawings of houses they will use.
Summer nesting range information, and
full-page photographs by leading wildlife
photographers. Cover photograph of a
Western Bluebird in ¢olor by Hubert
Prescott.

Please Use Order Form




TREMBLE—THRUSTS

More

Questions
Than

Answers

Ben Pinkowski

0ne of the benetits of studying birds in
captivity is the opportunity to observe
them at close range for continuous periods
of time. During my recent studies of captive
bluebirds I was able tostudy one of the most
unusual and least understood of all avian
behaviours. This behavior was first termed
“tremble-thrusting” by Hartshorne (1962),
who studied Eastern Bluebirds in captivity,
and it is difficult to observe among
bluebirds in the wild because most birds
using natural cavities are hidden from view
while on the nest. Many persons are
amazed at the sight and sound of tremble-
thrusts by captive birds in boxes that are
specially designed for audio monitoring
and close observation.

A bird performing a tremble-thrust
stands on the rim of its nest containing eggs
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or young and forcefully and rapidly
vibrates the bill against the floor of the nest
cavity. The sound of a tremble-thrust as
heard through a microphone placed neara
nest box could be mistaken for the
drumming of a woodpecker. | have
observed tremble-thrusts in all of 8
different female bluebirds that nested in
captivity, including 5 Eastern Bluebirds, 2
Western Bluebirds, and 1 Mountain
Bluebird; no males ever performed
tremble-thrusts. A similar behavior called
“airing the bed” has been noted in a few
other passerines, including chickadees,
titmice and longspurs (Royama 1966, Jehl
1968).

Tremble-thrusts may be directed at
either the sides or the bottom of the nest
cup. By placing various materialsunderthe

Sialia, Summer 1979



nest, | found thatsomethrusisaredelivered
with sufficient force to penetrate soft
substrates such as styrofoam but not hard
substrates such as wood or celatex.
Tremble-thrusts may be performed when a
female bluebird enters the nest cavity to
incubate eggs or brood young, orafemale
may interrupt these duties to begin a bout
of thrusts. Tremble-thrusts are rarely
observed before the 2-week incubation
period begins, are most common shortly
after the young hatch, and cease when the
young reach an age of 10-12 days and are
no longer brooded. Because a female
bluebird may engage in tremble-thrusting
for several minutesatatime andrepeatthe
sequence at frequent intervals,
performance of this activity undoubtedly
results in major time and energy
expenditures.

Sonogram recordings made through the
audio monitoring system indicated that the
tremble-thrusts of a female Mountain
Bluebird typically lasted 2 seconds or less,
with vibrations occurring at the rate of 10to
25 per second. During a bout of tremble-
thrusts uninterrupted by incubation or
brooding this female performed as many
as 26 thrusts before resuming her position
over the eggs or young; usually only 3-8
thrusts were delivered per bout, however,
and single thrusts were not uncommon.

Nests of all three bluebird species are
composed primarily of dried grasses and
pine needles. Observations have shown
(Pinkowski 1974) that females may
sometimes interrupt a bout of tremble-
thrusts to remove a blade of grass from the
nest cavity, either by ingesting the bladeor
flying out of the cavity with it. Evidently the
presence of long or especially coarse
blades of grass in the nest cup may
stimulate a bird to perform tremble-thrusts,
and tremble-thrustsfunctiontobreak apart
long and especially coarse pieces of
nesting material. It is because of tremble-
thrusts that one often finds @ mass of short
pieces of grass on the floor of nest boxes
after the young fledge. By breaking apart
coarse grasses the female eliminates any
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pieces of nesting material that can irritate
her or injure the nestlings, as is also
suggested by the fact that this behavior is
limited to the periods when the female is
incubating and especially brooding. Jehl
(1968) also thought that the corresponding
behavior of longspurs was primarily a
comfort movement that prevented
irritation of the female’s brood patch.

Future manipulative experiments will be
necessary to examine further the cause and
function of tremble-thrusts. For example,
how frequent are tremble-thrusts in
natural cavities, and what similarities and
differences exist in the behavior in the
natural ana artificial sites? Why are some
thrusts relatively weak and delivered
without much force while others are so
strong as fo be heard some distance from a
nest box? Why has this behavior been
described for only a few avian species,
none of which are very closely related?
Finally, what if anything does the
occurrence of this behavior tellusaboutthe
taxonomic affinities of bluebirds to other
species, including the Himalayan genus
Grandala to which the bluebirds are
sometimes thought to be most closely
related? Ourlack of understanding of such
a common activity only serves to indicate
how little we know about the private lives
and major activities of three of our most
popular songbirds.

LITERATURE CITED

Hartshorne, J.M. 1962. Behavior of the
Eastern Bluebird at the nest. Living
Bird 1:131-149.

Jehl, J.R. 1968. The breeding biology of
Smith’s longspur. Wilson Bulletin.
80:123-149.

Pinkowski, B.C. 1974. A comparative study
of the behavioral and breeding
ecology of the Eastern Bluebird (Sialia
sialis). Ph.D. dissertation, Wayne State
Univ., Detroit. '

Royama, T. 1966. Factors governing
feeding rate, food requirement and
brood size of nestling Great Tits Parus
maijor. Ibis 108:313-347.

113



PASSAGE THROUGH THE SEASONS

The tdes of March with stormwinds blowing
Wintry blasts of arctic cold

Bespeak in signs e’en now a’growing
Of passage rites our fathers told

Faintly first, now getting stronger
Ethereal notes float o’er the land.

Hypnotic, plaintive, one no longer
Doubts that spring is near at hand.

Pregnant buds of spicebush, alder,
Flowering cherry, dogwood, pear,
Pour forth their pastel blush of color
And sweet fragrance through the air.

What call of springtime omnipresent
Brings the bluebird back again?

Does some hormonal pulse incessant
Work uncontrolled within its brain?

Oh! See the bright male at the nestbox
Urge his mate “Just once, look int”
She, demure to every pleading
Waits, his efforts seem in vain.

Soon, in spite of hesitation
More coquetish than of fear
She yields, as if to inspiration.
Shortly now her eggs appear

Within the soft and grassy station-
Azure shells the future hold.

Mindless forms of procreation?
Subjects of an Artist Bold?

Now the pulse of life is quickened:
Hungry babes that grow with speed
To strain the energies expended
To fulfill their every need.

What's that clamor? Hear the clarion
Call, the sound of great alarm.

Aninterloper, scoundrel, alien
Threatens nestlings now with harm.

Into battle, diving, strafing,
Blue streaks hurl their feath’ry might.
Without a thought of courage quaking,
Unto death prepared to fight....

You! Snake or sparrow, wren or swallow,
Keep your distance, trespass not
Within this sacred nesting hollow:
Bring no harm upon this spot.

About the nesthole heads awaken
To the larger, outer world.

Do they plan flightpaths to be taken
On wings at last unfurled?

At last! The day the cord is broken.
Courage builds to leave the womb
Of safety, shelter and protection
For the spacious skies and room

To wander. Far from field and hedgerow,
Where'er wings may travel free.

Greener pastures beck'ning, call now
“Come, explore, abide in me.”

Sultry months of summer weather

Bring daytime heat and chill of night.
Building stores of flesh and feather

The birds prepare for autumn flight.

Harvest time soon brings the day
For one last visit to this field

Where life began. Southward bound they
‘scape the blast: all lite must yield.

Oh! how the landscape aches in sorrow;
Leafless trees and voiceless air.

White blonkets wear the iceswept morrow
As we humans fret with care.

Pining over bluebird offspring:

Where've they gone? How far? How well?
Will they survive the toll of sutfering

Brought by winter? Time will tell.

It seems we wait o time eternal
For such answers. Yet, it is

We wait expecting soon the vernal
Waking call that Nature gives.

Comes now the time the northwind falters.
From the south o fresh'ning breeze

Brings subtle change. It even alters
Humaon minds that now perceive

The harbinger in Easter glory

Robed in blue. And 100, the worth
Of telling now that ancient story;

Life that blooms from out the earth.

Rebecca Mitchell
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BLUEBIRDS IN ERIE COUNTY, PA.

James R. Baxter, DDS
Presque Isle Audubon Society

E rie County is located in the extreme
northwestern corner of Pennsylvania,
with the shore of Lake Erie forming its
northern boundary. Presque Isle State Park
is a well-known landmark just north of the
city of Erie, and gave its name to the local
National Audubon Society chapter serving
the area.

The Presque Isle Audubon Society
organized Project Bluebird Trail in late
1971. Charles Kern was president of the
chapter then, and he contacted many
Scouting groups in the Erie area, supplying
them with plans andinstructions for making
nesting boxes. As a result, over 180 nesting
boxes were made, andthe array of designs
and colors was striking. The use of
hinge material was also interesting and
often ingenious. Several boxes were
hinged by nailing sections of a fan belt to
the back and lid (still working after seven
years). Rubber innertube and leather was
also used on several nesting boxes that are
still in use.

Because of the many colors the Scouts
used to paint the boxes, we had an
excellent chance to confirm Dr. Lawrence
Zeleny's findings regarding bluebird color
preference (white is least preferred,
“natural” wood best, and just about
anything will be used if the location is
good). On my own trail of about 35 boxes,
three of the most productive boxes overthe
years have been a bright orange-red, a
chartreuse, and a pink one.

One of the best waysto putup boxesison
metal posts, but this can be expensive on a
large trail. Chuck Kern solved this problem
by contacting the local State Highway
Department. They permitted us to pick out
winter-damaged highway marker andsign
posts from their scrap bin. They got some
good conservation public relations, and we
got many good posts that often needed
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only a little straightening.

Our tirst year results were quite
gratifying owing, | am sure in part, to the
successful trails near us. While bluebird

numbers were very low in our area during
the early 1960's, the work of Mr. William H.
Highhouse (See Sialia, Spring 1979) to the
east of us, and that of Captain J.P. Perkins
of Conneaut, Ohio to our west made sure
that we had at least some bluebirds for the
start of our project. Captain Perkins’ project
is called Operation Bluebird, NEO
(Northeastern Ohio), and he has been
joined by Messrs. Dale and Norman Hazen
in restoring bluebirds to the area since
1964. In their first year they had one
successful nesting, and only two successful
nests in each of their next two years. Their
persistence finally paid off, however, and
the results of their efforis appear in Table
2. 1 band bluebirds on my trail, and in May
of 1978 | found a brooding female with a
band that wasn’t mine. The bird had been
banded by Captain Perkins in April of
1973, fifteen miles to the west. Since it was
an adult when banded, it had lived atleast
six years.

Speaking about banding, several years
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of banding both Tree Swallows and
bluebirds seem to indicate that the
swallows tend to return to the same area
much more often than do bluebirds, butwe
did have one female bluebird that nested
in the same box three years in a row, twice
each year.

During the first nesting season for PIAS
trails, 1972, approximately 70 bluebirds
were fledged. By 1974the number fledged
had increased to at least 149 fledged from
225 eggs, with the total for the first three
years at least 347 bluebirds and 222 Tree
Swallows fledged. During this period the
PIAS newsletter reported that the trails
were not checked closely enough to keep
accurate records due to the energy crisis,
some reduction in interest, and for other
reasons. Of the original 15 trails, only three
were reporting results after three years.
Reasons for lack of interest were varied,
with a number of persons becoming
discouraged simply because they did not
have bluebirds using their nesting boxes. In
some cases the boxes were placed in poor
habitat such as at Presque Isle State Park.
The park is a famous birding hot spot, but
lacks bluebird habitat, thus the trail there
attracted only wrens and Tree Swallows.
One inland trail was dismantled because
the monitor felt he was only propagating
Tree Swallows, even though he had one
successful bluebird nest.

Several members could not bring
themselves to evict anything, thus sparrows
and wrens took over. Several, after trying
hard to get bluebirds finally succeeded the
second year, but were completely
disheartened when the young died before
fledging. It was asif they preferredto have
their unsuccessful nesting occur in the wild,
where at least they wouldn’t know about it
and have the loss on their conscience.
Recently, o young college student from
Girard started a trail and fledged 26
bluebirds in 1978.

My wife and | started doing a Breeding
Bird Survey route in 1969. Bluebird habitat
along the 25-mile North-South route looked
very good, butin the firsi three years of our
doing the survey, we only encountered
three bluebirds. Another factor in deciding
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to locate our nesting boxes in this area was
its orientation away from Lake Erie. We
knew that Captain Perkins had
experienced poor luck with boxes close to
the lake, possibly indicating a conflictwith
migrating hawks along their traditional
flight route. Table 1 gives the number of
bluebird eggs laid and young fledged
from my troil.

Experience is the best teacher in the
placement of boxes. After the first year |
moved almost 1/3 of the boxes on my trail
due primarily to wren and sparrow
competition. Sometimes moving a box only
across the road to a more open area
resulted in bluebirdsinstead of wrens. Also,
some locations that looked great to me just
never did attract bluebirds, so after giving
them at least three years they were moved
to more productive areas.

All my boxes have “predator guards”
attached to make the entrance hole atleast
12" thick, and grease (auto) is placed on
all the metal posts—thisisusually done only
after the eggs have been laid so that it will
be fairly fresh while the young are in the
nest. All the boxes receive some small
amount of rotenone or Cat Flea Powder
before the nesting season and the finished
nest or eggs are also dusted. However, this
has not entirely eliminated blowfly larva,
particularly from second nestingswhere, as

Table 1. Preduction of Eastern Bluebird
eggs and young on nesting box trail in
Erie County, Pennsylvania. Trail
averaged about 35 nesting boxes
available for use.

Year Eggs Young Percent

Llaid  Fledged Fledged
1972 53 29 .547
1973 98 71 724
1974 179 110 .614
1975 138 112 .815
1976 150 97 .646
1977 139 123 .884
1978 104 75 721
Totals 861 617

Averages 123.0 88.1 .716
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others have noted, the problemseemstobe
more After looking at baby
bluebirds in the boxes for severalyearsyou
can usually sense when things aren’t going
well, and if one baby over one week old is
found dead in the box, the nest should be
checked for larva. | usually remove all the
young at this point and liberally douse the
nest with powder or replace it with clean
grass if the young are large enough. I've
never had further mortality after this.

severe.,

To discourage too much attention or
predation from two legged predators, we
stamped all the boxes with a decal with our
society’s address and a rubber stamp with
“"BLUEBIRD CONSERVATION PROJECT” on
it. A few boxes had to be moved when it
became obvious that children wereleaving
the box unlatched and disturbing the
young, but cooperation by most of the
people along the trail has been excellent.
In one case a farmer informed me through
his neighbor that he was going to fence an
area for pasture that had a boxin it {a box

lett in a pasture or protruding over the
fence becomes a “scratching post” and
doesn’t last long). | moved the box a few
days later about 75 feet to the edge of the
road, outside the area to be fenced, and
even though the bluebirds had almost
completed construction of their second
nest, they followed to the new location and
eggs were present at my next visit,

| have found that bluebirds will nest
again quickly after raising a small clutch (1
or 2 young). Usually the nest is kept clean
and will be reused, often within one week,
since the female isn't completely
preoccupied with many recent fledglings. |
found this outthe hard waywhenlremoved
a nest after the young had left, and the
female bluebird had to build a hasty (no
bottom) nest for her first egg. She later
managed to finish her nest and got some
material under the eggs, but it must have
been difficult. “Flattened” and fouled
nests are always built on top of if not
removed soon enough after the first

Table 2. Production of eggs and young for Tree Swallow and Eastern Bluebird on nesting
box trail in Ashtabula County, Chio operated by J. Paul Perkins, Dale D. Hazen and
Norman D. Hazen. Trail averaged about 60 nesting boxes available for use.

Year Eastern Bluebird
Eggs Young Percent
Laid Fledged Fledged

1964 5 5 1.000
1965 15 4 .266
1966 11 7 636
1967 52 34 .653
1968 109 48 440
1969 76 58 763
1970 183 135 737
1971 154 120 J79
1972 168 93 .553
1973 124 72 .580
1974 209 129 617
1975 205 157 765
1976 176 125 710
1977 172 123 718
1978 123 101 .821
Totals 1,782 1,211

Average 118.8 80.73 .679
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Tree Swallow

Eggs Young Percent
Laid Fledged Fledged
0 0 0.000
4 3 750
10 6 .600
20 10 .500
40 25 .625
74 42 567
74 42 567
54 39 722
67 32 477
77 49 .636
76 57 .750
106 71 669
112 69 - 616
156 115 737
N/A N/A N/A
870 560
66.92 43.08 .643
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fledglings have left.

House Sparrows can be a problem near
buildings. Besides consistently removing
their nests | hove had good luck inreducing
this problem by simply moving the boxes as
close to the road as possible, facing away
from the road. However, I'm talking about
back country dirt roads for the most part.
Busy paved roads can lead to highway
mortality. Boxes 50 to 100 feet back from
the road that we movedto 10to 30feethad
much less problems from the sparrows and

wrens. I'm hoping that the new
experimental (open-topped) design will
help also.

The severe winters of 1976 and 1977
seem to have had a bad effect on our trail.
1977 showed fewer attempted nestings
then other years, but large clutches and an
88.4% fledge rate gave us our best year.
1978 showed still fewer attempted nestings
and small clutches coupled with a lower
successful fledging rate cut us back almost
to our second year level.

Because of the decline inlocal bluebirds,
our Society in Erie has been stirred to
greoter effort on behalf of the Bluebird. As
part of @ membership campaign we had a
booth at a local mall and passed out
Bluebird plans and NABS info and plans,
and sold bluebird houses. Also our current
president, Robert Reiners, hos made
Bluebird boxes this winter from scrap
lumber supplied free by a local lumber
yard; over 30 have been token by our
members. A number of these are of the
experimental design, and we are hopeful
of bringing back bluebirds to areas where
sparrow competition made itimpossible for
them to survive. In addition, lhopetobetter

coordinate statistics from our trails for the
North American Bluebird Society.

I would like to thank Larry Zeleny for his
book and many articleson Bluebird Trailsin
“Purple MartinNews”. We have used many
of his suggestions over the years,

EDITOR’S NOTE

Dr. Baxter's article and data present
another success story for bluebird
nesting box trail management. Taken
together with statistics from Mr.
Highhouse and Captain Perkins et al,,
one can see the impact that bluebird
conservationists can have in restoring
depleted bluebird numbers.

In reviewing Breeding Bird Survey
data for Dr. Baxter'sroute, we notice that
in the six years prior to the start of his
bluebird trail, the BBS route had
bluebirds listed in three of the six years
and averaged one bluebird per year.
Since Dr. Baxter instituted his nesting
box trail his BBS route has recorded
bluebirds every year, averaging
slightly more than nine bluebirds per
year. While this is a local situation, it is
nevertheless highly significant.

However, we hasten to remind
readers that purposefully locating
bluebird nesting box trails along BBS
routes is not recommended because it
creates a statistical bias not reflected
within o region, making the use of BBS
data for the particular route invalid for
statistical analyses. For further reading
about BBS routes, see Sialia for Spring
1979, pages 74-79.
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