
Bluebird
Journal of the North American Bluebird Society

Spring 2015
Vol. 37 No. 2

$5.00



Cover photo:  What says “Spring is here!” better than a bluebird in a beautiful flowering tree? This Eastern 
Bluebird image is from L F File (www.shutterstock.com).

Table of Contents photo: Purple Martin hatchlings in Oklahoma; image courtesy of OakleyOriginals (https://
www.flickr.com/photos/oakleyoriginals/).

Spring Message to Our Affiliate Organizations - Phil Berry ................................................................................................  1

From the President - Bernie Daniel ..........................................................................................................................................  2

Letters to Bluebird .......................................................................................................................................................................  4

From the Managing Editor - Scott W. Gillihan .........................................................................................................................  5

Advice for New Bluebirders - Bet Zimmerman Smith .........................................................................................................  6

Outsmarting Squirrels - Mary Roen ........................................................................................................................................  7

Cats! - Peter Alberda ....................................................................................................................................................................  8

The Winter Distribution of Eastern Bluebirds in Michigan - Kurt Hagemeister ..........................................................  10

A Ready Source of Potential Members - Debbie and Brad Denton .................................................................................  12

Photo Gallery ............................................................................................................................................................................  13

“Snag House” Proves Successful - Mike DeBruhl ................................................................................................................  15

Potential Nest-Site Competition between Bewick’s Wrens and Other Secondary Cavity-Nesting Birds 
     - Sara Harrod ........................................................................................................................................................................  16

The Eastern Bluebird in 1914 - Arthur A. Allen .....................................................................................................................  19

Mountain Chickadees Are Smarter at Higher Elevations ................................................................................................  20

Welcome to Subirdia ...............................................................................................................................................................  21

A Simple Thank-You to Land Owners - Ken Murray .........................................................................................................  21

Advice from a Hillbilly Poet - Russell Heindselman .............................................................................................................  22

Remembering Bob Niebuhr, aka Bluebird Bob - Jane Brockway ......................................................................................  24

It Takes a Village - Brion Patterson ...........................................................................................................................................  25

The First Bluebird - James Whitcome Riley ...........................................................................................................................  26

BluesNews and Bluebirds Everywhere ................................................................................................................................  27

Research Review - Scott W. Gillihan ........................................................................................................................................  28

Affiliates of the North American Bluebird Society ...........................................................................................................  30

Contents

In
gr

id
 T

ay
la

r 
/ fl

ic
kr

.c
om



1www.nabluebirdsociety.org  Spring 2015 | Bluebird

Bluebird/Sialia (ISSN 0890-7021) is 
published quarterly by North American 

Bluebird Society, Inc., P.O. Box 7844, 
Bloomington, IN 47407

Printed by Sutherland Companies
Montezuma, IA

Managing Editor: Scott Gillihan
nabseditor@gmail.com

Subscription is included with membership 
in NABS. Write for information about bulk 
quantities. Make checks and money orders 

payable to NABS in U.S. funds.

Issues are dated Spring, Summer, Fall, 
and Winter and appear approximately 
on the 15th day of January, April, July, 
and October. Submissions are accepted 

continuously and published as space and 
editorial constraints allow.

Letters to the editor and articles in this 
publication express the opinions and/or 

positions of the authors. Submissions may 
be edited for length and content. Published 

articles do not necessarily represent the 
opinions and positions of the Officers, 

Directors, or other representatives of NABS.

General questions may be addressed to: 
info@nabluebirdsociety.org 

or call 812-200-5700 during office hours
(12–3 pm Eastern time Mon–Fri); messages 

can be left at any time.

The North American Bluebird Society, Inc. is a 
non-profit education, conservation and research 

organization that promotes the recovery of 
bluebirds and other native cavity-nesting bird 

species in North America.

www.nabluebirdsociety.org

Bluebird

Hopefully we are all looking forward to September 17–20 
for our NABS conference in Magog, Quebec. France 

and André Dion, good friends with NABS founder Dr. 
Lawrence Zeleny, have kindly offered to host us this year. 
All information available is posted on our website at www.
nabluebirdsociety.org. More information is forthcoming, 
and will be added as soon as we get it. Remember when you 
look at the costs, we are speaking of Canadian dollars, not 
American, and currently the exchange rate is very favorable 
for Americans. The $249 Canadian fee translates to $194 
American.

We would like to welcome our newest Affiliate, the Tucson 
Audubon Society. They are working on an Azure Bluebird 
Project (Sialia sialis fulva). This is a subspecies of the Eastern 
Bluebird limited in range to northern Mexico and southeastern 
Arizona. The Arizona Game and Fish Department lists them as 
a “Species of Greatest Conservation Need.”

There have been some changes in some of your organizations 
that we need to be aware of. If any of you have made any 
changes, please notify me so I can get the website updated. We 
will be updating to get Tucson Audubon on the site and all the 
correct information.

I hope you are all ready for Spring and that first bluebird nest. 
I had a sad story from a member in New Jersey stating he had 
already found ten dead birds in his boxes. So, on that note, 
let’s all get out there and get them nesting!

We hope to see  many of you in Magog, Quebec, this 
September.

Sincerely,
Phil Berry
NABS Vice President - Affiliate Relations

north american bluebird society saved the following resources by using 720 pounds of Reincarnation Matte,

made with 60% post-consumer waste and manufactured with electricity that is offset with Green-e® certified

renewable energy certificates.

north american bluebird society:  2,000 units

trees water energy solid waste

greenhouse

gases

5

fully grown

2132

gallons

2

Million BTUs

135

pounds

473

pounds

Spring Message to Our 
Affiliate Organizations

Phil Berry
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Everyone has a favorite season of the year, and 
we all have reasons for our pick. I’ll wager that 

for most members of our Society, spring is probably 
the season of choice. Spring has a lot going for it. For 
one thing, it isn’t winter! Now, for those of us who 
love to ski or shovel snow, the “cold, white, and ice” 
season is not all bad of course. And this has been a 
good year for winter lovers. We have had multiple 
occasions of simultaneous snow cover in all 50 U.S. 
states and 13 Canadian provinces and territories. But 
spring is on the way! With the warmer spring weather 
comes nature’s annual renewal, including of course, 
bluebirds returning to our nestboxes. I think we 
would all agree that it’s pretty hard to beat the sights 
and sounds of that!
 
For those of you in the southern states, the mating 
ritual has already begun even as I write this message 
in early March. My spies tell me that in western 
Florida, Eastern Bluebirds are 
busy checking out boxes and 
thinking about building nests. 
In Arizona, Western Bluebirds 
are doing the same. In Montana 
and Saskatchewan, the Mountain 
Bluebirds are still dealing with a 
whiteout over much of their range. 
Here, in southwestern Ohio, the 
ground around my nestbox trail 
has 6–7" of fresh snow cover today. But wherever 
you are in North America, prime time for bluebirders 
is coming soon. It’s another fresh start when hope 
springs eternal. So here’s wishing you all the greatest 
breeding season yet with a “record” number of 
fledglings! 

Now to a different topic. You may recall that my 
previous message noted that NABS is run by 
volunteers. I thought I would expand a bit on the 
concept of a “volunteer organization.” The voluntary 
part is real. It means that some members of our 
Society, who pay dues like everyone else, also spend 
hours each week donating their own time to do the 
“nuts and bolts” things that are required to ensure 
that NABS continues to exist and function.

Here are a few examples of what happens behind 
the scenes. Someone has to pick up the NABS mail 
each week (and we get a LOT of mail!), open all the 
letters from members and others, type the names and 
amounts from membership renewals and donations 
into a spreadsheet, scan all the checks, deposit them 
in the bank, and then send all of this information to 

the individual who maintains our membership files. 
Of course, tracking membership is critical to ensuring 
that each member keeps current and also gets their 
Bluebird journal. The person tracking membership 
often spends over 10 hours each week updating these 
important records. The NABS treasurer also spends 
hours each week making sure that the NABS bank 
accounts are intact, that we pay our bills, and equally 
important, that we maintain records and perform all 
the IRS reporting required of a legally constituted 
nonprofit organization. Letters are mailed out to all 
those who donate for their tax records. Reminders 
and “please come back” letters are also mailed to you 
if you forget to renew. 

Each month, NABS directors participate in a 
board meeting via conference call in order to make 
the decisions required to carry out our duties in 
education, awarding research grants, and providing 

technical support to bluebirders 
(e.g., the help and information 
lines during the breeding 
season). In addition to the 
board meetings, NABS working 
committees (grants, education, 
membership, etc.) also meet 
periodically. Then there is work 
to coordinate with our Affiliates; 
plan conferences; write, publish 

and mail out the quarterly journal; and keep the 
website at www.nabluebirdsociety.org and the 
Facebook page current. These are just some examples 
of the things that enable our volunteer organization to 
keep on keeping on. 

I mention these points, first, as information to our 
membership, but also to emphasize how important 
it is for more of you to consider taking a hands-on 
approach your NABS experience. We need your help.

Many board members and officers have been at 
these duties for years. In my opinion, they are doing 
a GREAT job. We have all benefited from their 
service. But no one can go on forever. Eventually, we 
will need to have others step in to replace existing 
volunteers. The best part is that with every new board 
member come new ideas, different perspectives, 
and fresh energy. NABS really needs to refresh itself 
periodically. So I ask you to please consider getting 
involved with the management aspects of our Society. 
No travel is required—just some of your time and 
your valuable IDEAS. As you can see, there are a 
variety of opportunities to help. Sure, it is another 

From the President
Bernie Daniel

Please consider taking 
a hands-on approach 

to your NABS 
experience
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commitment, but it is a good cause that offers ample 
satisfaction too—especially if you believe in our 
mission. It is a fact that without volunteers, NABS 
would not exist.

In my opinion, the most important part of NABS 
is NABS itself. By this I mean that, regardless of 
any program we might manage, be it awarding 
research grants, or providing education or literature, 
the most important thing is our presence. NABS 
must continue to exist, serving as an international 
organization that holds the “bluebird flag” up high 
enough that the next generation of bluebirders 
will be inspired to carry on the mission. Without 
bluebirders, we will not have bluebirds—it is as 
simple as that.

The Bald Eagle was saved at the cost of millions 
of dollars and the burden of costly regulations. Of 
course it was worth the effort. In contrast, three 
species of bluebirds were saved from widespread 
extirpation by the efforts of thousands of individual 
bluebirders, at no cost to the taxpayers of North 
America. Thanks to the foresight of our founder Dr. 
Zeleny, NABS was a significant part of that great 
conservation success story. It is a story that is not told 
often enough. And it is a story that will end without 
ongoing effort, and the involvement of many.

I hope you will consider giving some of your time, 
energy, and fresh ideas to help NABS continue to 
survive and thrive. 

Happy 
bluebirding!
– Bernie

P.S. If you 
are interested 
joining 
the NABS 
management 
team, or 
serving on a 
committee, 
please contact 
NABS in 
one of these 
ways: via 
the “Contact” tab on our web site at www.
nabluebirdsociety.org. Or you can send an email to 
info@nabluebirdsociety.org. Alternatively you can call 
us weekdays during office hours: 12–3 pm EST at 812-
200-5700. You could also send a letter to: NABS, PO 
Box 7844, Bloomington, IN 47407. We will get back 
with you!



4 www.nabluebirdsociety.orgBluebird | Spring 2015

Letters to Bluebird
Expanding on Telescoping Poles
I have read the Bluebird article by Glen Hendry 
and Ron Brenneman on using 1.5 and 2.0 inch 
PVC pipe to mount nest boxes [Winter 2014–2015 
issue]. I have been using that system for 15 to 
20 years. I didn’t dream it up; it was suggested 
in some publication at that time. I buy 10-foot 
sections of that size PVC, and cut each into 5-foot 
lengths.  (One ten is cheaper than two fives.)  The 
original reason for using this type of mount was 
to keep livestock from rubbing or chewing on 
boxes when placed on or along pasture fences. I 
have about 50 nestboxes mounted this way.

I found that there were other very good reasons 
for using this method. Only one has been raided 
by a raccoon, and that was because one of the 
wires holding the PVC had broken, and the pipe 
was leaning at a 45-degree angle. Mice, ants, 
squirrels, house cats, and snakes have never 
gained access. Paper wasps are sometimes a 
problem and are quick to let me know. Another 
benefit occurs in river and stream flood plains—
boxes are usually above water levels, and the 
flood recedes in a day or two.  

I use plain white PVC pipe. I can see no good 
reason to paint. I generally mount 2-inch pipe 
over an old used steel “T” fence post, or simply 
wire it to an existing post or fence wire or boards.  
The steel post is driven in the soil deep enough 
so that there is about a foot of space on the inside 
so that the 1.5-inch pipe fits inside the 2-inch.  
Lifting out on each visit to inspect is easy. A hole 
can be drilled in the top of the 1.5-inch pipe for 
some kind of hook or use an “S” hook at the top 
to hold the box.

Long-time nest monitor,
James O. Smith
Homer, Illinois

Improving Our Telescoping Poles
The South Carolina Bluebird Society has revised 
the design of the “telescoping pole” that was 
described in the Winter 2014–2015 issue of 
Bluebird. Upon reflection of the use of snake 
netting, we have replaced the snake netting with 
a cone-shaped predator guard baffle.  We have 
made this change in an effort to deter and not 
harm the snakes that may prey upon our avian 
friends. I am also enclosing a photo of the change 
[below].

Thanks!
Terry McGrath
South Carolina Bluebird Society

Join us on Facebook!  
Great friends, great photos, great videos, 
and great information are all waiting 
for you on the NABS Facebook page. 

Stay connected with NABS members and other 
bluebird enthusiasts at www.facebook.com/
NorthAmericanBluebirdSociety
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Notices from NABS

The 38th Annual Conference of NABS will take place September 17–20 in beautiful Magog, Quebec, Canada. 
Check in Thursday afternoon and check out Sunday morning.

Our hosts are France and André Dion—you can learn more about them and their 
efforts to conserve cavity-nesting ducks at www.fondationdesdion.com/ (if your 
French is a bit rusty, you can have Google translate the page for you: https://
translate.google.com/).

More details will be included in the Summer issue of Bluebird. In the meantime, 
check the NABS website for updates:

www.nabluebirdsociety.org

Mark Your Calendars for NABS 2015

From the Managing Editor
Scott W. Gillihan

Good news for bluebird enthusiasts: the most comprehensive source of general and scientific information 
on Eastern Bluebirds has just been updated. The Cornell Lab of Ornithology and the American 

Ornithologists’ Union have for years collaborated to publish a series of species accounts called The Birds of 
North America (available online via paid subscription at http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/). Each species account 
is revised periodically to incorporate the latest information; longtime friend of NABS Patricia Gowaty just 
finished revising the Eastern Bluebird account (see the notice on page 27). More good news: after reviewing 
population fluctuations and trends, Dr. Gowaty points out that “populations may have been more abundant 
in the 20th and early 21st centuries than in any other period of North American history since the Pleistocene.” 
In other words, there are more Eastern Bluebirds now than at any time during the last 12,000 years! Good job 
bluebirders!

My thanks to everyone who contributed articles, photos, and feedback for this 
issue. Thanks also to Christy Frampton (editor of the Indiana Blubird Society’s 
newsletter, for persmission to reprint the articles on pages 12 and 21), Lauren 
Kane (for ongoing access to scientific journals via BioOne.org), and Doug Rogers 
(editor of the Virginia Bluebird Society’s newsletter, for assistance in getting the 
article that appears on page 25).

As always, please send any photos, articles, or ideas to me at 
NABSeditor@gmail.com or 5405 Villa View Dr., Farmington, NM 87402. In 
particular, we are interested in learning about your new or time-tested techniques 
to enhance nesting success of bluebirds and other cavity-nesters. Share your 
knowledge  and wisdom with your fellow NABS 
members!

NABS Storefront
The NABS Storefront catalog on our website remains closed until further notice.
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There is a wealth of information and varying 
opinions on how to attract and enable 
successful bluebird nesting. However, 

sometimes too much information can be 
overwhelming for the beginner. Here is some bottom-
line advice to help you get started. Do these things, 
and your odds of success will be much higher.

NESTBOX: Buy or build a well-constructed nestbox 
specifically designed for bluebirds. Moisture should 
not be able to enter a nestbox during a storm. [a]

GET EDUCATED: Learn from the experiences of 
others. Read about the basics. Buy a good book on 
bluebirds that explains how to identify birds, nests, 
and eggs, correctly monitor an active nestbox, and 
prevent/deal with problems.[b]
     Contact a bluebirding association or check out an 
online bluebirding forum.
     Expect to make some mistakes and even have 
some disasters, but don’t give up. Many successful 
bluebirders made lots of mistakes in the beginning, 
e.g., putting a nestbox made out of cardboard on 
a tree stump surrounded by bread crumbs that 
attracted House Sparrows.

PLACEMENT: Put the box up—it won’t attract 
bluebirds if it’s sitting in your garage. Put it in a 
somewhat open, grassy area.[c] Face the entrance 
away from prevailing winds, in an area protected 
from excessive heat during summer months. If 
it’s not on your property, get permission first. Put 
boxes 50–300 feet away from brushy areas to avoid 
problems with House Wrens.

SAFETY: Mount the box so that nesting birds are 
protected from predators such as cats, rats, snakes, 
raccoons (e.g., put a predator guard on a metal 
mounting pole), and vandals.  Don’t use pesticides in 
or around boxes. 

KILLER BIRDS: Learn to identify, and take steps as 
necessary to manage House Sparrows and European 
Starlings. These pest birds are not native and must 
not be allowed to nest in your box. Any other (native) 
bird is protected by law, and their nests/eggs cannot 
be disturbed.

MONITOR: Monitoring includes opening the 
nestbox at periodic intervals, being able to recognize 
problems, and taking appropriate action, if necessary.   

REHABBER: If problems or injuries occur to birds, 
you will need to quickly locate a local licensed 
wildlife rehabilitator. Jot down your first choice 
and an alternate rehabber and keep in a convenient 
location. Search online for a list of rehabbers by 
state, or contact your state wildlife management/
environmental protection agency.[d]

CLEAN out the nestbox periodically (e.g., after babies 
have fledged).[e]

Footnotes with more information:
[a] As a test, put the box under a sprinkler for a few hours.

[b] More information and help: Benefit from lessons 
learned by others by reading books, joining a bluebirding 
forum, and/or joining a bluebirding society. A local or 
regional bluebird organization can provide region-specific 
advice. In-depth information on all bluebird-related 
topics can be found by searching online or visiting www.
sialis.org or www.nabluebirdsociety.org. If you have 
ANY bluebird-related question, need a quick response 
in an emergency, or simply want to connect with other 
bluebirders, you can join the Bluebird Monitors group on 
Yahoo.com. Other resources: 

•	Detailed tips and tools at www.sialis.org (especially 
see Basics, Resources, and Nestbox Handout) and the 
NABS factsheets at www.nabluebirdsociety.org 

•	Book recommendations: My favorite is The Bluebird 
Monitor’s Guide by Cynthia Berger, Keith Kridler, and 
Jack Griggs. If you are looking for a very short book 
on basics, Enjoying Bluebirds More by Julie Zickefoose 
is good. 

•	Bluebird societies 
•	Listservs: The Bluebird Nut Cafe and Garden Web’s 

Bluebirding Forum

[c] Install nestboxes away from thickets if House Wrens 
are in your area.

[d] Your local rehabber would probably appreciate 
a call from you well in advance of the busy nesting 
season, to provide directions to the facility/home, tips on 
transporting injured birds and how to keep them warm, as 
well as other tips and preferences. 

[e] Dispose of the nest away from the nestbox or in the 
trash to avoid attracting predators. 

Bet Zimmerman Smith is a NABS Life Member and Board 
Member, a frequent contributor to Bluebird, and creator/
webmaster of the extremely informative website, www.
sialis.org, where this article originally appeared in a 
slightly different format.

Advice for New Bluebirders
Bet Zimmerman Smith
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I will admit it; I have a squirrel problem in my 
backyard. I have tried many things to outsmart 
them, but it seems they just figure out a way to 

outsmart me. I guess their hunger for my bird food 
is a strong motivator. I have a double shepherd’s 
hook pole that I use for my woodpecker station. 
On it I serve peanuts, suet, and a peanut butter/
lard/cornmeal concoction that the woodpeckers, 
nuthatches, and chickadees love. Unfortunately, so do 
the squirrels. They thought they had died and gone 
to heaven when they succeeded in climbing the pole 
and feasting on my offerings. OK, I thought, I will get 
globe cages that contain a feeder and then you little 
varmints won’t be able to get at the food. It worked—
for the gray squirrels only. The red squirrels squeezed 
through the openings in the cage that even the Hairy 
and Red-bellied Woodpeckers hadn’t been able to do! 

I really wanted to keep the double shepherd’s hook 
since I could get three feeders on it. A cone baffle 
that opened to fit around the pole wasn’t big enough 
to keep the squirrels from getting around it. The 
larger plastic dome baffles couldn’t slide around the 
top or the base of the pole. Surely, I thought, I can 
be craftier than a bunch of squirrels! I mount my 
bluebird nestboxes on rebar/conduit combination 
poles and that gave me an idea. I sawed off the 
bottom of the shepherds hook pole leaving about 3 
feet. I pounded a 5-foot piece of ½-inch rebar at least 
2 feet into the ground and slid a 6-foot section of 
½-inch EMT conduit over the rebar. That left 3 feet 
of empty conduit at the top. I then fastened the large 

plastic domed baffle to the conduit pole and slid the 
shortened shepherd hook pole in to the conduit and 
voila! My new squirrel-proof feeder system! 

I hung my feeders and watched from inside the 
house. Very soon, a red squirrel pranced over to the 
pole and defiantly climbed up it expecting a feast. 
He ran right into the baffle, which stopped him cold. 
He looked toward the house as if to say, “What the 
heck?!” I couldn’t help grinning and taking a few 
pictures. This was a couple of months ago and I have 
not seen any squirrels get to the feeders. The pole is 
placed far enough away 
from trees or branches 
that they can’t be 
accessed by a flying leap, 
either. My only concern 
is if the snow gets deep 
enough this winter, a 
pole-vaulting squirrel 
will vault himself over 
the baffle. Do you think 
the neighbors will have 
me committed if I take 
the snow blower out 
to clear the snow from 
around the bird feeders? 
If anyone feels badly for 
the squirrels, a friend 
gave me two large bags 
of black walnuts and I 
put some on the ground 
by the feeders each time I 
fill them, as a consolation 
prize.

Outsmarting Squirrels
Mary Roen
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We live on a small farm near Zeeland, 
Michigan, and therefore usually have a 
cat around to keep the mouse population 

down. Around 25 or 30 years ago, I got my first lesson 
about cats and bluebirds. I knew I had bluebirds in a 
box bordering a hayfield out back. As I approached 
the box, I saw a cat teaching a kitten how to catch 
birds. She was hiding in the hay about 10 feet directly 
in front of the box. As the bird flew away from the 
box, it would drop a foot or two on takeoff and easily 
get caught by the cat.

That taught me something about box placement. 
From then on I never put a box facing a field; rather, 
I place them facing a fence line whenever possible. 
Since my fences are electric, a cat can’t sit and wait for 
the bird directly in front of the box opening, plus the 
cat doesn’t know which side of the fence the bird will 
travel, so the bird is much safer. 

As far as I know, I’ve never had predation from cats 
or raccoons climbing the pole the boxes are mounted 
on so I’ve always had pretty good nest success. A 
few years ago I switched everything over to a 5-foot 
section of ½-inch conduit, with a 2-foot section of 
4-inch PVC pipe to stop snakes. (If you’ve ever had 
an intact nest with eggs missing and no shell pieces 
on the ground in front of the box, you’ve had a snake 
attack. I’ve never had snake problems since I started 
using these baffles.)

This past spring 
I had a stretch 
of boxes at 
home that was 
exceptional. 
Right behind 
our house I had 
chickadees in 
a PVC box. Its 
nest was rather 
unique as it was 
made almost 
entirely of corn 
silks from my 
corn crib. The 
nextbox was 
a traditional 
house that I had 
converted to an 

Xbox style and it had bluebirds with young chicks. 
The following Xbox had Tree Swallows. On the other 
side of the bluebird box was another chickadee nest 
with eggs in a PVC box, followed by another Tree 
Swallow pair in an Xbox. That’s five boxes containing 
the nests of five pairs of beautiful birds. It doesn’t get 
any better than that!

A few days later we had some bird-loving friends 
over so I thought I’d show them that section of my 
trail. The first chickadee box was emptied out with 
the nest on the ground. The bluebirds’ box had only 
one chick left and it was dead. The other chickadee 
box also had its nest on the ground but the pair had 
renested and it had three new eggs in it. Fortunately, 
the two Tree Swallow nests were both still intact. 
What happened? It couldn’t have been raccoons as 
the boxes were on conduit poles, protected by both 
a baffle and an electric fence. We studied the boxes 
carefully, and found a couple of faint scratches. We 
figured that the only thing that could get to the boxes 
was a cat, as they can jump 5 feet quite easily. 

Last year Lynn Ward had written an article in the 
Michigan Bluebird Society’s newsletter about a cat 
attack problem she had; she solved it by placing her 
boxes on 7-foot poles. That got me thinking, so last 
winter I designed and built several expandable poles 
that put the boxes 7½ feet off the ground, but lowered 
to 5 feet during nest checks. I had installed most of 
them at locations that didn’t have electric fences, 
figuring mine at home were safe. I had an extra 
completed one in my shop to copy so as soon as I 
could I started building more. By the end of the week 
all five boxes were on these tall poles—I could sleep 
knowing the surviving nests were safe.

Bluebirds quickly took over the first chickadee 
box and fledged five chicks. Unfortunately, the 
chickadees that had renested lost their nest a second 
time when another pair of bluebirds stole it. They 
successfully fledged four chicks out of it. (Next time 
I have chickadees in a box I’m going to put a plate 
over the hole reducing the hole to 1¼ inches, so that 
won’t happen again. I only get two or three pairs of 
chickadees a year and need to give them a little extra 
help.) The two Tree Swallows didn’t mind the change 
in pole height and both fledged their young. The 
other affected box raised a family of wrens—grrrr….

Cats!
Peter Alberda
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Making the Poles

So I now have another winter project lined up. I plan to build 
enough poles so all potentially vulnerable boxes are safe from 
this type of cat attack. I feel that we as landlords need to do 
everything we can to protect our feathered friends. I hope you 
think so too and act proactively by outfitting yours as well. 

Now if I can only figure out a way to stop those pesky wrens….

Retired schoolteacher Pete Alberda is a member of the Michigan 
Bluebird Society. You can learn about his farming operation on his 
website, www.twinmaplefarms.net/

As you’ve learned in my article, I like my boxes facing a certain 
direction so cats can’t catch birds as they leave the box. Initially, 
I tried using a simple piece of rebar driven into the ground to 
mount my poles on but I found that the rod wasn’t tight enough 
in my soil and a strong wind would swing my boxes to a different 
direction. So, I welded up some rebar bases shaped something 
like a cross. I drive them into the ground so the upper piece 
contacts the ground, which prevents any turning. If you don’t 
have a welder, check with your local high school or tech center. 
They more than likely will make them for you at no charge if you 
supply the materials. That’s what I do.

The bottom section is made from 50 inches of ¾-inch conduit. I 
taper the bottom with a hacksaw so the box orients itself in the 
direction I want. I drill a ⁵⁄₁₆-inch hole 10 inches from the top for 
a pin or bolt to slip through. This pin holds the upper section in 
the raised position. Also, I slip a 10- or 12-inch section of ½-inch 
conduit over the rebar to take up some of the play between the 
rebar and the ¾-inch conduit material.

The upper section is made from ½-inch conduit, 50 inches long. I 
drill a ¼-inch hole at the bottom, and then open it up so it fits over 
the ¼-inch pin in the lower section. I then drill a small hole at the 
top of this piece for a screw to hold the box. This keeps the upper 
section and box facing the right direction too. Even snowplows 
can’t turn them now. It’s a good idea to paint a line around the 
pipe when it’s in the raised position so you won’t lift it all the way 
out of the bottom section by mistake.

I use a 24-inch section of 4-inch thin-wall drain pipe for my snake/
predator guard. I drill a ¾-inch hole in the center of a 4-inch end 
cap, and then glue it to the pipe with PVC adhesive. A 1-inch hose 
clamp on the ½-inch conduit just below the nestbox holds it in 
place.



10 www.nabluebirdsociety.orgBluebird | Spring 2015

The Winter Distribution of Eastern Bluebirds in Michigan
Kurt W. Hagemeister

It is no secret that many birds, including Eastern 
Bluebirds, have been changing their ranges 
over time. This is perfectly normal as changes 

in habitat, food availability, and weather patterns 
can make conditions more favorable for breeding or 
wintering over in new territories. Historically, most 
Eastern Bluebirds in Michigan migrated into southern 
states during the winter. But, in recent winters, 
bluebirds have been increasingly seen in larger 
numbers and are being seen farther north within 
the state. I have personally observed this and heard 
it from many other people. But, as president of the 
Michigan Bluebird Society and an engineer, I wanted 
more data to confirm this “theory.”

Also, as a compulsive collector of bird field guides, 
I’ve been dismayed that almost all of them have 
outdated and inaccurate graphical depictions of the 
winter range of Eastern Bluebirds in Michigan.

This led to my main goals in creating this article: 1) 
the eventual updating of major field guides to more 
accurately reflect the winter range of the Eastern 
Bluebird in Michigan, and 2) to help more people 
realize that bluebirds are here in Michigan in winter. 
Hopefully, this will lead to more people taking steps 
to help them with birdbaths, plantings, feeding, etc.

First, one needs to realize that when looking at 
the distribution of any bird species in a range map 
format, it is ONLY an approximation of where 
that bird is at different times of the year based on 
historical data. Second, this distribution is never 

static. It is always changing based on weather, habitat 
changes, and long-term climate trends. You might see 
bluebirds at the far northern end of the range map (or 
beyond) one year and absent the next.

Most field guides show the different ranges of birds 
in color codes based on the various cycles of what 
they’re doing over the course of the year. Typically 
this is:

Winter Range
Summer (Breeding Range)
Year Round
Migration Only
Incidental (or Rarely Seen)

This article is mainly concerned with the first category 
—winter range. (My assumption is that the summer 
range includes all 83 counties.) Also, note that when 
you overlay the winter range with the breeding range, 
the common area of both is the Year-Round Range. 

So, to determine a more exact estimate of where in 
Michigan bluebirds are routinely seen in winter, I 
turned to the two most reliable and readily available 
sources of information on winter bird populations:

1.	 The Audubon Christmas Bird Count historical 
data 

2.	 The Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC) data 
from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology

The Audubon Christmas Count Bird Count data 
is gathered in prescribed count areas from mid-
December to early January in many areas of the 
country. The National Audubon Society coordinates 
the event and consolidates all the data nationally 
as reported from the local Audubon affiliates. The 
limitation of this data however, is that each local 
count only encompasses a circular area 15 miles in 
diameter. So, it can tell us of the presence of bluebirds 
in a local area, but not an idea of the population 
density. Also, the counts do not cover every county 
in the state. So, populations of winter birds in these 
counties can’t be easily verified. 

The Great Backyard Bird Count is a program run by 
the Cornell University–sponsored Lab of Ornithology 
that gets average people involved in observing birds 
in their backyards and neighborhoods during the 
winter. This is usually in mid-February. The program 
has grown in popularity over the years and therefore 
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has a relatively large number of people involved in 
submitting data. However, coverage of areas can be 
sporadic especially in rural areas where there are few 
or no people participating in the count. And like the 
Christmas count, it can only tell us of the presence of 
birds in an area and not much about how numerous 
they are. 

Therefore, between the two data sets, we get a pretty 
good picture of whether bluebirds (or any other 
species of bird) are wintering over in a geographic 
area. In other words, if bluebirds are present in a 
county of Michigan in late December/early January 
and also in mid-February, it is a good assumption 
they are wintering over for the whole season. And 
if bluebirds show up in multiple years with varying 
weather, it’s a good indication they are regular winter 
residents in that area. 

Audubon Christmas Count Data Analysis: This 
data was taken from the 2013 count which was done 
mostly from mid-December to very early January 
in 69 different count areas. Here is a synopsis of the 
count data by county in Michigan (# of bluebirds seen 
in red):

Not surprisingly, 10 Upper Peninsula counts found 
no bluebirds. Also, the extreme northern area of 
the Lower Peninsula showed very few sightings. 
Surprisingly, bluebirds showed up in a number of 
far western counties near Lake Michigan including 
Benzie, Leelanau, Manistee, and Mason.

Key counties where there were no counts or sightings 
included Osceola, Clare, Gladwin, and Arenac. This is 

significant because these are right at the suspected far 
northern extent of winter bluebirds. 

The lack of sightings in the sparsely populated six-
county area of Montcalm, Gratiot, Saginaw, Ionia, 
Clinton, and Shiawassee is not worrisome since 
these counties are bracketed by areas with significant 
numbers of bluebird sightings. So, it’s a very good 
assumption they are there in the winter on a regular 
basis. 

Note that I reviewed several previous years of 
Audubon Christmas Count data and the pattern 
across the state was pretty consistent with 2013.

Great Backyard Bird Count Data Analysis: Below is 
a distribution map of sightings for the 2014 count. The 
data distribution is fairly consistent with the Audubon 
Count, including the “vacant” rural areas where there 
are few or no observers. 

As with the Audubon data, there were no sightings in 
the Upper Peninsula, so I have not included the map 
here. 

It’s interesting to note that unlike the Audubon 
Counts, there were no sightings on the far west side of 
the state north of Muskegon despite a good number 
of observers. 

Maps of Eastern Bluebird sightings from the GBBC in 
2010, 2011, and 2012 show a general pattern consistent 
with the density and range of the sightings of 2014.
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Conclusions
Despite geographic holes in 
the sighting data, the overall 
data clearly supports that 
Eastern Bluebirds are found 
regularly in Michigan in the 
southern 2/3 of counties in 
the Lower Peninsula. And 
since the sightings occur 
both in late December and 
mid-February, this is strong 
evidence that many birds are 
spending the entire winter 
in these areas. However, 
the one notable difference 
in the two data sets is the 
sightings in December in 
the northwest counties that 
don’t reoccur later in the 
winter. This might indicate that the bluebirds are 
there early in the winter season when natural food is 
still relatively abundant, but then migrate south or 
even inland when the winter worsens. I posed this 
question to longtime Northern Michigan naturalist 
and birdwatcher Tom Ford of Traverse City and 
he agreed that this was plausible. He added that 
they have only had “maybe up to three mid-winter 
bluebird sightings in the past decade.” 

Realizing that any line drawn on the map to 
indicate a northern extent of bluebirds in the lower 

peninsula would be 
somewhat arbitrary, a good 
conservative estimate based 
on the data would be a line 
going from the middle of 
Saginaw Bay west across the 
state. It is my hope that the 
accompanying range map 
be adopted as the “latest 
and greatest” estimate of 
the distribution of Eastern 
Bluebirds in Michigan in 
winter, at least until more 
specific and comprehensive 
data is collected. 

I greatly welcome any 
comments or feedback on 
this article. Please send them 

to khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org. 

Sources of Data
http://netapp.audubon.org/cbcobservation/
http://gbbc.birdcount.org (click on “Explore Data”)

Kurt Hagemeister is a co-founding member and President 
of the Michigan Bluebird Society in Ann Arbor. He has 
been a bluebird landlord for 16+ years, has authored a 
number of articles on bluebirds, and is on the NABS 
Speaker’s Bureau.
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At the Indiana Bluebird Society (IBS), as is probably the case at many other bluebird organizations, we find 
ourselves facing smaller numbers in membership each year. Our Society as a whole has changed, and is 

changing, and one must ask how we can promote growth and stronger organizations?! At our fall conference 
we had a speaker, Ray Weatherholt from Sunnyside Master Gardeners. He works with his Master Gardener 
club by educating and promoting bluebird monitoring and trail establishment. He has found this to be an 
invaluable resource for reaching new people. He strongly suggested that others in IBS consider working with 
local Master Gardener clubs. What a terrific idea! We concur with that idea, for Indiana and all across North 
America!!! Master gardener clubs provide an easy way to connect with people who live in your area who are 
already interested in the great outdoors. We suggest you take the time to attend a meeting and see if you can 
stimulate interest in bluebirding. Remember it only takes one box to make a trail!

This is a slightly modified excerpt from a larger article that appeared in Indiana Bluebird Flyer, the newsletter of the 
Indiana Bluebird Society. It is reprinted here with permission.

A Ready Source of Potential Members
Debbie and Brad Denton
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Look closely and you’ll see something that is 
relatively uncommon these days—something many 
of you may have never seen: an Eastern Bluebird 
in a tree cavity. Our thanks to Jennifer Blair, who 
captured this image in central Texas, and to Pauline 
Tom for bringing it to our attention.

This image of a hungry young Eastern Bluebird atop a 
mealworm feeder was taken by 16 year-old Emily Romine 
of Minnesota. She is an honors student who helped Dorene 
Scriven monitor her 62-box trail every week last year. 
Emily also has her own trail, and she built this mealworm 
feeder. Dorene is a Lifetime member and former NABS 
board member, and retired Chair (20 years) of the Bluebird 
Recovery Program of Minnesota.

Photo Gallery

The Golden-fronted Woodpecker of Texas and 
Oklahoma is so fond of prickly-pear cactus fruit that 
the birds in summer are stained purple on the face 
from all the fruit they’ve been eating. Surprisingly little 
is known about the natural history of this species, but 
its populations appear to be stable or even increasing. 
This image was taken near McCook, Texas by Alan D. 
Wilson (www.naturespicsonline.com).

The Prothonotary Warbler will use artificial nestboxes, 
which is a good thing because its populations are 
declining, a result of the logging of its breeding habitat 
(bottomland hardwood forests in the southeastern 
U.S.) and destruction of its winter grounds (mangrove 
habitat in Central and South America). Image by Noel 
Pennington (https://www.flickr.com/photos/noelpenn/).
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“Snag House” Proves Successful
Mike DeBruhl

The February 2014 ice storm, Pax, experienced 
in Aiken and surrounding counties in South 
Carolina proved to be quite devastating to trees, 

bushes, and some structures. But some good did 
emerge from the storm remnants!

There were several dead limbs in the wooded 
area behind our house, including a couple of dead 
tree “snags” that had been riddled with holes by 
woodpeckers. I found one that had four holes where 
the industrious woodpeckers had hit knots and were 
unable to complete the cavity. After determining 
how I might turn it into a nesting area for our cavity-
dwelling feathered friends, I cut out a three-foot 
section of the snag that had the four holes.

Determining which hole could best be used as a 
new entrance, I “notched” out the back of the snag 
in order to attach 
a nestbox. With 
reverse engineering, 
a standard bluebird 
nestbox was modified 
so that the entrance 
hole was cut in the 
back of the box and 
aligned with the top of 
the woodpecker hole. I 
made the outside hole 
a bit larger to avoid 
the birds having to 
make a “tight” turn to 
get into the box.

I then made a groove in the back of the snag to make 
a snug fit for the support pole. I placed the baffle on 
the pole and then secured it to the snag with two “U” 
clamps. 

Then I installed the pole 
and Snag House in my 
side yard with plenty of 
space for the birds to exit 
and fly to the surrounding 
wooded areas. 

I am pleased to say that 
the next morning a pair of 
nuthatches moved in and 
later fledged four! A pair 

of Eastern Bluebirds 
moved in next and 
also fledged four….
SUCCESS! I now 
look forward to the 
2015 season to see 
who the Snag House 
snags as the next 
tenants!

As indicated earlier, 
the birds took an 
immediate interest 
in the Snag House, 
and began checking 
it out. Bluebirds, 
nuthatches, a Tufted 
Titmouse, and a 
couple of chickadees 
seemed very 
intrigued as they 
visited the house. 
They eagerly ran up 
and down the snag 
as they explored and 
discovered which 
of the four visible 
cavities (contributed 
by woodpeckers 
formerly interested 
in the standing snag) 
they could enter. 
Everyone did “check 
it out,” but the 
nuthatch pair laid 
first claim, quickly 
built a nest, and then 
dared anyone to 
come near.

After observing this activity, I believe that the 
“natural” appearance of the Snag House made it quite 
desirable to our cavity-dwelling friends. Just like 
humans, the adage about “appearance and location” 
also seems to ring true for the birds. This is why I am 
on the hunt for additional “natural habitat” snags to 
convert to nestboxes and I encourage readers to do 
the same. It is a great deal of fun and presents another 
opportunity for adventure in the woods!
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Introduction
In 2012 I began working on my Master’s degree in 
Wildlife Ecology and planned to study how habitat 
fragmentation and distance-to-edge affected the 
nesting success of Eastern Bluebirds (Sialia sialis). My 
advisor and I established a bluebird nestbox trail, 
and I monitored these boxes during the 2013 and 
2014 breeding seasons at the Freeman Center in San 
Marcos, Texas. Due to the low bluebird sample size 
and the presence of other avian species using the 
nestboxes, my research focus shifted to determining 
how habitat variables affected nest success and nest 
site selection by native secondary cavity-nesting birds. 
The large number of Bewick’s Wrens (Thryomanes 
bewickii) using my nestboxes presented me with the 
opportunity to document the apparent interspecific 
competition between these birds and other species. 
It should be noted that interspecific competition is 
difficult to observe and quantify (Dhondt 2012), but 
the observations and hypotheses discussed below are 
intriguing nonetheless.

About Bewick’s Wrens
The Bewick’s Wren is a small passerine common 
throughout Mexico and the southwestern United 
States. Although historically found in the eastern 
United States, populations declined sharply following 
the range expansion 
of the House Wren 
(Troglodytes aedon), 
which competed 
with Bewick’s Wrens 
for nesting sites 
and destroyed eggs 
and nests (Kennedy 
and White 2013). 
Though listed as 
Least Concern by the 
International Union 
for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN), several 
eastern states such as 
Tennessee and Georgia 
list Bewick’s Wrens as 
species of Management 
Concern. Despite the 
fact that Bewick’s 
Wrens are relatively 
common and abundant 

in Central Texas, little information is known about 
these populations (Kennedy and White 2013).

Behavioral Observations 
In 2013 I monitored 40 nestboxes; that number 
increased to 60 in 2014 following a generous 
donation from NABS and the Texas Bluebird 
Society. While the focus of my research was not 
interspecific competition, I nonetheless gathered 
anecdotal evidence of competition for nest sites 
between Bewick’s Wrens and other species. The most 
common sign was “nest hijacking,” or the building 
of a Bewick’s Wren nest on top of an existing nest. 
Most hijacked nests were empty and only recently 
completed, but in a few cases I found eggs of the 
original nest buried under the new nest. Nest 
hijacking affected Black-crested Titmice (Baeolophus 
atricristatus) and bluebirds, but surprisingly the most 
common species affected were other Bewick’s Wrens. 
In 2013, 27% of all nest failures were attributed to nest 
hijacking; in 2014, the percentage of nest failure due 
to hijacking dropped to 16%.

Due to the time constraints of visiting 60 nestboxes 
twice a week, I was unable to observe the birds 
for long periods of time. A fellow grad student 
conducting research at the Freeman Center made 

several observations of 
apparent interspecific 
competition. While 
watching a female 
titmouse complete her 
nest within a nestbox, 
the researcher observed 
a Bewick’s Wren also 
attempt to use the 
nestbox. As the titmouse 
left the nestbox, the 
wren entered with her 
own nesting material. 
This continued until 
both birds tried to enter 
at the same time, at 
which point a territorial 
dispute broke out. 

Although House Wrens 
are well known for 
destroying the eggs 

Potential Nest-Site Competition between Bewick’s 
Wrens and Other Secondary Cavity-Nesting Birds

Sara Harrod
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of other cavity-nesters (Holroyd and Quinn 1989, 
Kennedy and White 2013), only one study has 
addressed whether Bewick’s Wrens also exhibit this 
behavior (Picman 1994). During the 2014 breeding 
season, two bluebird nests were suspected to have 
been destroyed by Bewick’s Wrens. The eggs at these 
nests were found broken (though not crushed) with 
puncture marks through the eggshell, and soon after I 
removed the nests, Bewick’s Wren nests were built in 
the nestbox. It remains unclear why in these cases the 
wrens destroyed the eggs rather than simply building 
on top of them. It should be stressed however that this 
is not conclusive proof of egg destruction by Bewick’s 
Wrens, as no researchers or nest cameras witnessed 
the event, though the evidence seems to indicate as 
much.

The results of my research seem to show that there 
is a high degree of competition between secondary 
cavity-nesting birds in Central Texas. In 2013 there 
were a total of 66 nesting attempts (a nesting attempt 
is defined as complete nest with at least one egg 
laid), 75% of which were by Bewick’s Wrens. Nearly 
every nestbox in 2013 had a Bewick’s Wren nest at 
one point in time. In 2014 the number of nesting 
attempts rose to 113, with 55% of the attempts done 
by Bewick’s Wrens. As with the previous year, the 
majority of nestboxes were used by Bewick’s Wrens at 
least once during the breeding season (Harrod 2014). 
While the competition for nesting sites likely affected 
all species using the nestboxes, Bewick’s Wrens in 
particular appeared to aggressively claim and defend 

nest sites. This subject warrants further research, but 
I have a few hypotheses as to why Bewick’s Wrens 
outcompeted other species for access to nestboxes. 

Lack of Suitable Natural Nest Sites: The Freeman 
Center is home to several primary cavity-nesters, 
including Golden-fronted Woodpeckers (Melanerpes 
aurifrons), Ladder-backed Woodpeckers (Picoides 
scalaris), and Downy Woodpeckers (P. pubescens). No 
point-count surveys have been conducted to estimate 
the populations of these birds, but based on anecdotal 
observations (confirmed sightings and calls) by 
myself and other ornithologists, it is a reasonable 
conclusion that a fairly large woodpecker population 
inhabits the Freeman Center. These primary cavity-
nesters provide nesting sites for other birds, but 
their large numbers may prevent secondary cavity-
nesters, such as Bewick’s Wrens, from using the 
natural cavities they excavate. No woodpeckers were 
ever documented to use or show any interest in the 
nestboxes, which may have given Bewick’s Wrens the 
opportunity to breed and fledge young with relatively 
little competition from woodpeckers.

Nesting Phenology: In migratory populations, 
Bewick’s Wrens initiate nest building in mid-March 
(Kennedy and White 2013). Central Texas populations 
are residential, however, and I have detected 
nest building beginning as early as late February. 

Eastern Bluebird egg with puncture marks in the shell, 
possibly the work of a Bewick’s Wren.

Black-crested Titmouse nest (on bottom) hijacked by 
a Bewick’s Wren (on top).
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This is likely due to the non-migratory status of the 
population as well as the relatively mild winters of 
Central Texas. It may be that Bewick’s Wrens form 
pairs, claim nestboxes, and begin building nests 
before other species, thereby precluding them from 
the opportunity to utilize a nestbox.

Aggressive Interactions: Like other North American 
wrens, Bewick’s Wrens are aggressive, feisty birds 
that regularly harass birds and other animals much 
larger than themselves. On multiple occasions I have 
been on the receiving end of a female Bewick’s Wren’s 
scolding for checking her nest, and have had brooding 
females follow me from the nestbox to the field truck 
(presumably “escorting” me away from the nest). I’ve 
also witnessed these birds in aggressive interactions 
with other avian species, such as the previously 
mentioned titmouse incident. The occurrences of 
nest hijacking and apparent egg destruction also fall 
into this category. If Bewick’s Wrens don’t use their 
tenacity to initially claim nestboxes, they apparently 
use it to hold their claim.

Dummy Nests: Finally, Bewick’s Wrens have the 
(oftentimes frustrating) habitat of building multiple 
nests in multiple cavities. Though they only use 
one nest, multiple nestboxes may be “occupied” by 
the same bird. There have been several proposed 
hypotheses as to why wrens do this (from advertising 
an individual bird’s fitness to deterring potential 
predators; Metz 1991), and often a nestbox with a 
dummy nest remains devoid of activity until the 
dummy nest is removed. This suggests that dummy 
nests, regardless of their original function, discourage 
other cavity-nesters from utilizing the nestbox. 

Conclusions
While eastern Bewick’s Wren populations may be 
virtually extirpated, western populations remain 
healthy and stable (BirdLife International 2012). In 
the face of what appears to be intense competition 
for nesting sites, these birds are able to outcompete 
their competitors and successfully fledge multiple 
broods in a season. Because the purpose of this study 
was not to measure interspecific competition, these 
results cannot be validated without further studies 
and data collection. At any rate, one has to marvel at 

how these tiny, aggressive birds are able to drive off 
larger competitors such as bluebirds, but have been 
eliminated from the eastern portion of their range by 
the similarly-sized House Wren.
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The Eastern Bluebird in 1914
Arthur A. Allen

The first robin has been seen in the orchard, 
scolding at the drifts that cling so long to the 
fence rows. An early peeper chirps from the 

pond by the roadside, and the whole landscape 
steams beneath the bright March sun. A gentle breeze 
brings us news from the southland and gives us the 
fresh odor of spring. Then out of the clear heavens 
comes the call of the bluebird, gentle and soft and full 
of gladness, breathing of life and happiness and joy 
to come. What a wealth of feeling comes with those 
first mellow notes, what friendliness, what good 
fellowship toward all nature. The robin scolds at the 
surly snowdrifts, he sulks whenever the weather 
turns cold; but not so the bluebird. The March winds 
with their snows and ice hold no terrors for him, his 
merry call is never without optimism.

The bluebird is so well known that it hardly needs 
a description. In size it is between the sparrow and 
the robin. the male is much more brilliant than the 
female, bright blue above and reddish brown below, 
except for the belly which is white. The bird does 
not appear blue, however, unless the light falls just 
right, and undoubtedly because of this many are 
passed without being recognized. Its shape, though, 
is unmistakable to the experienced eye, appearing 
as if somewhat round-shouldered. The male bird, 
moreover, has the habit of 
fluttering one wing when 
alighting. These characteristics, 
together with its cheery call, 
should always identify it.

The bluebird sometimes arrives 
in Ithaca as early as the last 
week of February, but usually 
it is the first week of March 
that brings him. We always 
begin to listen for him on the 
day following the first robin, 
and many, many times he has 
come just as we have expected 
him. Occasionally the robin 
gets here a week or more before 
the bluebird. That is usually a 
sign of more cold weather, for 
the bluebird is a better weather 
prophet than the robin, and is 
not so often overtaken by the 
late snows. Then comes the 
song sparrow, the wild goose, 
the red-winged and the crow 

blackbird; and it is the middle of March.

Now is the time to have the nesting box ready to 
coax the bluebird from orchard or roadside to a more 
intimate place beneath the window or on a post in the 
yard. The bluebird delights in a nesting box, almost 
preferring it to a hollow limb in the orchard; and now 
that the modern orchard has so few dead limbs and 
knot holes, we should feel it our duty to build the 
nesting boxes. Almost any sort of box may be selected 
by a pair of bluebirds for their home, but the one that 
looks most like the old hollow limb in the orchard 
will prove most attractive. When the bluebirds have 
once found the box they may return to it year after 
year.

The bluebird builds a well-formed nest of rootlets and 
grasses, and three to five pale blue eggs are laid in 
it. The eggs hatch in less than two weeks. The young 
remain in the nest about two weeks longer; and for 
some time after they have left the nest they are fed in 
the trees by their parents.

The young bluebirds when they leave the nest do 
not resemble either of their parents, for their backs 
are marked with whitish and their breasts have dark 
spots. In the latter respect they show their relationship 

to the true thrushes, all of which 
in some plumage have spotted 
breasts.

In the late summer and fall the 
bluebirds gather in scattered 
flocks, frequently associating with 
chipping sparrows, and are found 
all through the open farming 
country. Their call at this season, 
tur-ree, tur-ree, while quite as 
friendly as the note of spring, has 
just a tinge of sadness, and seems 
such a part of the fall months as 
are the calls of the katydids or the 
rustle of the dead leaves.

This essay appeared in the Cornell 
Rural School Leaflet for Teachers, 
Volume 8, 1914, which provided 
“Subject Matter in Nature Study 
and Elementary Agriculture for 
1914–1915” for elementary schools. 
Arthur A. Allen was a professor of 
ornithology at Cornell University.

Illustration by Louis Agassiz Fuertes, from 
The Burgess Bird Book for Children, 1919.
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Living on harsh, unforgiving icy mountains can 
make one mentally sharper, and this applies to 
birds as well. That’s what Dovid Kozlovsky and 

his colleagues at the University of Nevada learned 
after finding that Mountain Chickadees that live 
at higher altitudes are better problem solvers than 
birds of this species hailing from lower regions. Their 
findings are published in Springer’s journal Behavioral 
Ecology and Sociobiology.

Mountain Chickadees are found 
at different elevations where 
varying winter conditions are 
experienced. They store food for 
later occasions. Previous research 
showed that Mountain Chickadees 
living at harsher high elevations 
have bigger hippocampi, the part 
of the brain which plays an important role in memory 
and spatial navigation. These chickadees also have far 
superior spatial memory. This helps them to be better 
at remembering where they hid food away.

Animals living in challenging or unpredictable 
environments such as deserts or snowy mountain 
peaks are generally thought to have enhanced mental 
abilities. These include being better able to solve 
problems and not shying away from inspecting new 
things. To understand if this is also true for Mountain 
Chickadees, Kozlovsky and his colleagues caught 
24 young birds in the Sagehen Experimental Forest 
in California that had not 
yet experienced a winter. 
Twelve birds were caught at 
a site around 1800 m (5,900 
ft) above sea level, while 
another dozen were captured 
600 m (2,000 ft) higher. The 
researchers then conducted 
studies to test the birds’ 
problem-solving skills and 
their reaction to new objects.

First, members of the two 
groups were confronted with 

a clear test tube with a waxworm inside. The tube was 
plugged with cotton. Members of the higher-elevation 
group were able to work out how to remove the plug 
much more quickly than their counterparts from the 
lower region.

The researchers also tested if the birds would readily 
investigate and feed from a feeder that looked very 
different from the one that they were used to. None 
of the birds in either altitude group was inclined to 

do so. In fact, they all displayed 
similar degrees of neophobia 
(the fear of anything new), 
almost fearfully steering clear of 
the unknown object. They did so 
even though the new feeder was 
baited with waxworms, one of 
their favorite meals. According 

to Kozlovsky and his colleagues, this shows that 
problem solving and the ability to innovate and try 
new things do not necessarily go hand in hand in 
Mountain Chickadees.

“Enhanced problem-solving ability might be 
associated with living in harsher environments either 
via natural selection or by the animal’s adaptability 
to different environments,” Kozlovsky hypothesizes. 
“However, differences in problem-solving ability 
are not necessarily associated with differences in 
neophobia.”

Kozlovsky, D.Y. et al. 2015. 
Problem solving ability 
and response to novelty 
in Mountain Chickadees 
(Poecile gambeli) from different 
elevations. Behavioral Ecology 
and Sociobiology. doi 10.1007/
s00265-015-1874-4

This article is based on a press 
release from the journal’s 
publisher, Springer.

Mountain Chickadees Are Smarter at Higher Elevations

Being better problem 
solvers helps Mountain 
Chickadees survive at 

higher altitudes
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Did you know?   The cavity-nesting Elf Owl of the American Southwest is the smallest 
owl in the world. At about 5 inches long, with a wingspan of about 9 inches, and 
weighing a mere 1.4 ounces (40 grams), this tiny insect-eater is comparable in size to 
bluebirds.
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Welcome to Subirdia

Are urban and near-urban regions simply dead-ends for birdlife? John H. Marzluff takes on a healthy 
contrary view in his new book Welcome to Subirdia (2014, Yale University Press) that assesses the 

significance of these inevitable and long-lasting habitats. The book reviews mostly U.S. cities and suburbs, 
but also borrows constructive examples from Europe, Asia, and Australia. From these 
perspectives Marzluff measures the adaptability of bird species to human urbanization.

He deftly places many of our species’ responses to the growth of cities and suburbs 
into three general categories: avoiders (those sensitive species which leave the altered 
areas), exploiters (those species which arrive or thrive as soon as changes begin to 
occur), and adapters (those species which accommodate to the spread of subdivisions). 
A well-written book, Welcome to Subirdia takes a refreshing look at such issues as feeding, 
backyard management, cats, creative architecture, night light, golf courses, schoolyards, 
derelict land, urban redesign, and our conservation ethic in a urban age.

Among the bird groups covered in the book are bluebirds, woodpeckers, chickadees, 
swallows, and nuthatches, so cavity nesters are well represented.

The final three chapters of the book—Beyond Birds, Good Neighbors, and Nature’s Tenth Commandment 
(i.e., “Enjoy and bond with nature where you live, work, and play!”)—are, perhaps, the most constructive, 
challenging, and uplifting sections of this thought-provoking new publication.

This article is adapted from a book review in the Birding Community E-Bulletin (http://refugeassociation.org/news/
birding-bulletin/), a free monthly email newsletter produced by Wayne Peterson and Paul Baicich. It is reprinted here 
with permission.

A Simple Thank-You to Landowners
Ken Murray

I live in town and so depend on farmers and other rural dwellers to allow me to install my bluebird trail of 
about 70 nestboxes. Most of the boxes are placed along country roads where the roadsides are maintained 

by the landowners, so it is important for me to have their permission as it would be difficult to find other 
suitable sites. As a way of saying “thank you,” about 
ten years ago I began sending each “Landlord” a 
Christmas card with a Bluebird Report of the activity 
in their boxes. This was such a “hit” with them that 
I now also include a total report of all sites. This has 
increased interest in the plight of the bluebirds and 
other rural neighbors have called to offer a spot for 
a box. To save time I developed and printed a card 
that I place inside the Christmas card; you might try 
something similar.

This article originally appeared in Indiana Bluebird 
Flyer, the newsletter of the Indiana Bluebird Society. It is 
reprinted here with permission.

Totals Fledged from Your Farm
Bluebirds	 _______
Tree Swallows	 _______

Total all sites:  Bluebirds _______ Tree Swallows _______

LANDLORDS

THANK YOU

KEN MURRAY’S
BLUEBIRD REPORT



22 www.nabluebirdsociety.orgBluebird | Spring 2015

Advice from a Hillbilly Poet
Russell Heindselman

Editor’s note: Russell Heindselman of LaGrange, Missouri, 
is a Renaissance man: bluebirder, Purple Martin landlord, 
farmer, hunter, fisherman, winemaker, quail rancher, 
tinkerer, conservationist, humanitarian, and, in his words, 
a “red-neck hillbilly poet.” His interest in bluebirds was 
sparked by visits to his grade school by T. E. Musselman, 
one of the “fathers” of the bluebird conservation movement. 
This article represents snippets of Russell’s wisdom.

How to keep the four-footed ground predators 
and snakes at bay—foolproof. Predator guards 
are available all over the U.S.: the 15-gallon 

Pepsi barrel. Free if you tell the company they are 
for bluebirds. Bore a hole in the bottom and top of 
the barrel just big enough to put a steel fence post 
through. Slide the barrel up to the top of the post next 
to the nestbox.

How to catch 100 to 200 starlings each year. I use the 
Havahart small-animal cage trap and small squirrel 
traps. I use the same trap to catch squirrels in my 
75-tree pecan grove. When snow is on the ground in 
winter, birds depend on bird feeders. But starlings 
and House Sparrows hog the feed. I use deer suet (for 
free) and beef suet ($1.99 a pound). I put a small golf 
ball-size ball of ground suet on the bait pedal of the 
traps. The starling can be caught much better with 
snow cover on. Last year I caught 154 starlings. This 
year I have caught 100 so far and hope to catch at least 
200. Now in LaGrange in March you will see only five 
or six at the feeders instead of over 100.

I also have House Sparrows on my 16-acre city farm. 
Ten years ago I had 16 bluebird boxes. In five years 
I did not have one successful bluebird nesting. The 
bluebirds tried but the nests were taken over by 
House Sparrows or abandoned. 
I outfitted all the boxes with the 
Floyd Van Ert trap screws. When 
the sparrow nested I tore out the 
nest and set the trap on the screws 
inside the box. I catch the male 
usually in ten minutes to one hour 
and then reset the traps to catch 
the female—problem solved. I 
caught about 50 to 80 sparrows in 
all the places I use the trap. Now 
I have about 50% success with 
bluebirds, sometimes two nestings 
or broods.

A sobering thought. Just think how many more good 
birds we would have in the U.S. if we control the bad, 
non-native, birds. And another sobering thought: how 
much feed money we would save all over the country. 
Feed is costly these days.

How to keep the House Sparrow out of your Purple 
Martin house. I have seven of these houses around 
my small ponds. Ten years ago I had to let the houses 
down and tear out the House Sparrow nests. The 
House Sparrow male claims the box in the martin 
house all summer. Now I put two nice wooden 
bluebird houses on each side of the martin houses. 
The House Sparrow is a very smart bird. He likes the 
cozy wooden bluebird box better than the tin martin 
apartment house. I set the bluebird boxes so the hole 
faces the martin house and use the Floyd Van Eert 
trap. I have not had but on House Sparrow try to nest 
in the martin house in five years. That one sparrow 
had the misfortune of running into a ball of lead. Now 
Purple Martins and bluebirds are everywhere.

Now the paper wasp. I would estimate that about 
20% of my boxes have paper wasps. There is an easy 
way to control this pest if you have time. All my 
wooden and plastic boxes have a clean-out. I mostly 
monitor these at early nighttime. This doesn’t disturb 
the birds as much as daytime monitoring usually 
does. I open the box with wasps; in the daytime the 
wasp may be gone or will fly out when you open the 
box, but at night the wasps will sit right on their little 
V-shaped cone and, with a leather glove, ou can catch 
both wasps on the cone—problem solved.

I have made over 7,000 bluebird boxes in the last 20 
years. I go to schools and we sometimes make 100 

boxes. We invite Moms and Dads 
and call it “Donuts with Dad” 
(Moms, Grandpas, and Grandmas 
will also do). Hammers pounding 
nails. BIG NOISE!

I have taken bluebird boxes, 
bird feeders, and many other 
handcrafted items to Heart, 
Cancer, and other benefits in 
the last 25 years. I have raised 
$70,000. My problem is I run 
out of time each day. I am 39, 
dragging 89.Russ with a nice string of crappies

from one of his farm ponds.
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Large mealworms now available!
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As many bluebirders in Montana know, it 
all began at a Ducks Unlimited dinner. 
Art Aylesworth and Arnie Armstrong had 

brought Duncan MacIntosh, a bluebirder from 
Lethbridge, Alberta. Bob Niebuhr had invited some 
bluebirders from Great Falls: Tom Matsko and Rod 
Spencer. The six men met each other for the first 
time that evening, and agreed to meet again the next 
morning. Over that breakfast, the Montana Group of 
Mountain Bluebird Trails (MBT), and the bluebird 
conservation movement in Montana, began.

Bob and Art were both insurance salesmen and had 
known each other for years. Bob became interested in 
bluebird conservation in 1981 after a visit to see Art’s 
goose nests—which took about 20 minutes. They 
spent the next two hours driving 
around Art’s bluebird trail while 
discussing the plight of bluebirds and 
Art’s conservation efforts in western 
Montana.

Bob monitored, and recruited 
others to monitor, about 400 boxes. 
Thousands of Mountain Bluebirds 
were fledged under his care. Rod 
Spencer had trails in the same area 
and banded bluebirds on his and 
Bob’s trails. In 2006, Bob’s trails 
were vandalized by two teens. The 
event made the national news. The 
vandals were caught, apologized, 
and agreed to make 50 boxes at their 
own expense. They spent the winter 
in Bob’s garage building them, and went with Bob the 
next spring to mount them.

The MBT slideshow on bluebirds had a permanent 
home in Bob’s car. There were usually a few 
nestboxes in the trunk, too. After all, if he had 
appointments with people about insurance in a town, 
why not do a presentation about bluebirds!? All he 
needed was for someone to make coffee, bring a few 
cookies, and people would love to join in the effort 
to save bluebirds! I cannot even try to count the 
presentations that Bob did in a year, let alone through 
his life!

In 2001, Bob became president of MBT and editor of 
its newsletter. He continued his insurance business 
along with these dual MBT positions for eight years. 

During this time he organized nine conferences and 
wrote four newsletters a year! His energy for MBT 
was legendary. If you were interested in bluebirds, 
you can rest assured, you would get a phone call from 
Bob who would have a “job” he knew you would be 
interested in doing. (And usually that was true!)

When Bob began as editor, he typed with one finger 
and had trouble sending emails. That didn’t last! 
Before long, he was using email to communicate with 
people all over Montana and the U.S. Bob’s email 
address, no matter which server he used, always 
started out bluebirdbob@.

The man was not shy! Reid Stuart remembers the 
many trips they took together, including a 10-day 

trip to Nebraska and South Dakota; 
everywhere they went, people knew 
Bob, and if they had not heard about 
bluebirds, they were knowledgeable 
before he was gone! One day they 
stopped to eat at a busy Dairy Queen. 
A young lady asked to sit at their 
table as there were no other seats 
around. Bob immediately found out 
that she worked at a major sports 
retailer, and she learned more about 
bluebirds in the next hour than she 
would have learned in her entire 
life! When the men stopped at the 
big sports store the next morning, 
you can guess who was introduced 
around. Reid figures that if there had 
been more time, Bob would have met 

and convinced the store’s buyer to sell MBT clothing!

Bob was the energy behind MBT. He actively 
recruited grant money for the organization. The 
publication of the Children’s Activity Book was a major 
accomplishment, and it is still in use throughout 
the U.S. At one time during Bob’s tenure MBT had 
800–900 members. He organized the state into areas 
with area coordinators to distribute nestboxes and 
help members. He developed a binder packed with 
information and history about the organization. All 
the while he kept an eye out for lumber sources and 
volunteers to build houses.

MBT’s 35th year, 2009, was the last conference that 
Bob organized. He recruited national speakers, local 
artisans, and authors. It was a wonderful celebration 

Remembering Bob Niebuhr, aka Bluebird Bob
Jane Brockway
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attended by bluebirders from all over Montana, 
Idaho, and Canada. The last conference that Bob was 
able to attend was in Fort Peck in 2011. I am sure that 
if his health had not limited him, Bluebird Bob would 
have spent many more years doing what he loved: 
monitoring his trails and talking to people about 
bluebirds!

We will miss Bob, his energy, vision, and phone calls! 
As Reid Stuart remembers, they all started the same 
way: There was total silence, then just the word, 
“Stuart,” followed by, “I have a deal for you….”

Bob had a deep love of nature and was passionate 
about his interests. MBT was fortunate to be one of 
his favorites, but he also was deeply interested in 
waterfowl and Sandhill Cranes. Once Bob had an 
idea for MBT, he was usually able to convince those 
around him that it was a great idea and they should 
combine efforts to accomplish the goal!

We lost Bob August 25th of 2014. He was the last 
surviving founder of our organization. We will deeply 
miss him. MBT marked 40 years this September in 
Ronan, Montana.

It Takes a Village
Brion Patterson

There was one bluebird house still active at the 
Culpeper, Virginia, Mountain Run Park. As trail 

monitor Janet Furlong made her way across the wet 
park Saturday morning August 23, 2014 she was 
pretty sure even #6 would be empty. After all, the 
three chicks in that box had hatched nearly three 
weeks earlier. Surprisingly, Janet found one very 
mature fledgling still in the nest. She shared her 
news—and her concerns—in an email she sent to the 
rest of her team of trail monitors:

I went again at 2 p.m. to recheck to see if it has 
fledged yet. It had not. This worries me… I 
feel the parents have abandoned this one… It 
was healthy and moving fine…this afternoon it 
just sat there looking at me... Can either of you 
PLEASE check on the little girl...please let me 
know what you do… I am now worried about 
the little girl. thanks so much .... Janet

I read the email while at the 
Culpeper Library with Cecile, my 
wife. The park is right on our way 
home, so we stopped to check on 
the fledgling. There happened 
to be a group of young people 
playing ball right near the nest. 
Cecile opened the box and, sure 
enough, one baby was still there. 
The bird tried to fly out but could 
not.

We took the nest out in one hand 
and held the bird with the other. 
It appeared to me that something 
was holding the bird to the nest. 
After closer examination we saw 

that the nest had fishing line in it, which had twisted 
around the baby’s leg. She was literally tied to the 
nest. I looked up and the young people had gathered 
around us. I asked, “Does anybody have a knife?” 
One of the guys pulled a Swiss Army knife out of his 
pocket. We used the blade to cut the line free from the 
nest. We used the scissors to cut away the knot so we 
could unravel the line around her leg.

We held our breath as I let go of the baby. She 
fluttered a couple of feet along the ground and then 
soared up. At that instant, mom bluebird swooped 
in from the left and dad flew in from the right 
and together escorted the fledgling to a branch 
on a nearby pine tree. It was beautiful to behold. 
Clearly the chick had not been abandoned! There 
is no telling how much time she had been there 
alone—but mom and dad had not given up! Janet’s 

instincts and experience told her 
something was not right, and 
her passion was able to summon 
help, even as she had to leave 
town. Cecile and I were able to 
respond immediately. And the 
young people produced just the 
equipment needed! It really does 
take a village to raise a family! 
And constant trail monitoring 
can save a life.

A slightly different version of this 
article appeared in The Bird Box, 
newsletter of the Virginia Bluebird 
Society. It is reprinted here with 
the kind permission of VBS and the 
author.
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Jest rain and snow ! and rain again !
   And dribble ! drip ! and blow !

Then snow ! and thaw ! and slush ! and then—
   Some more rain and snow !

This morning I was ’most afeard
   To wake up—when, I jing !
I seen the sun shine out and heerd
   The first bluebird of Spring !—
Mother she’d raised the winder some ;—
And in acrost the orchurd come,
   Soft as a’ angel’s wing,
A breezy, treesy, beesy hum,
   Too sweet for anything !

The winter’s shroud was rent apart—
   The sun bu’st forth in glee,—
And when that bluebird sung, my hart
   Hopped out o’ bed with me !

The First Bluebird
James Whitcome Riley

Editor’s note:  Indiana native James Whitcomb Riley (1849–1916) was known as the “Hoosier Poet” and 
many of his poems were written in the dialect of that region. One of his best-known poems was “Little Orphant 
Annie,” which served as the inspiration for the comic strip, radio program, and motion picture character Little 
Orphan Annie. Our sincere thanks to NABS member Don Plotnik for submitting a copy of this delightful poem.

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
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BluesNews

Eastern Bluebird Information Newly Revised
The Birds of North America is a series of written accounts, one for each species, 
which present all the basic information you could ever want—identification, 
distribution, migration, habitat, diet, sounds, behavior, breeding, etc. The series is widely regarded as the 
definitive source of information on our birds. In February, a revised version of the Eastern Bluebird account 
was released. The author of the revision (and the senior author of the original 1998 account) is bluebird 
researcher Dr. Patricia Gowaty. NABS is front and center in the account, with mention on the very first page:

Along with scientific attention has come the North American Bluebird Society (NABS), a consortium 
of lay observers who continue to construct bluebird trails (transects with maintained bluebird 
boxes) and to foster the conservation of bluebirds and other cavity nesters in North America. NABS 
observers contribute to our basic understanding of bluebird ecology, demography, and behavior.

The accounts are online and only available through a subscription, but rates start at just $5 for 30 days; many 
public and academic libraries have subscriptions that you can access at no charge.

Bluebird Inc. is a technology 
company that makes hand-
held computers (think of a 
smartphone on steroids), 
payment terminals, and business 
tablets (think of an iPad on 
steroids). Based in South Korea, 
the company has operations 
throughout Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, and the Americas.

The 2012 stamp 
featured the cavity-
nesting Wood Duck.

Bluebirds Everywhere

Georgette Howington of the 
California Bluebird Recovery 
Program found this very nice record 
label in a store in Berkeley that 
sells used books and records. The 
Bluebird label was started by RCA 
Records in the 1930s for low-cost 
albums (3 for a dollar!) of popular 
music.

“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 email 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!

More Bucks for Ducks
The Federal Duck Stamp Act of 2014 will increase the price of the stamp from $15 to $25, 
the first such increase since 1991. The additional $10 will fund conservation easements 
where ownership remains in private hands. An estimated $16 million per year for 
habitat in the National Wildlife Refuge System could be available through this increase. 
According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 98 cents of every dollar from the stamp 
goes to land preservation and related acquisition costs. Since 1934, the sales of Federal 
Duck Stamps have generated more than $900 million, funds used to purchase or lease 
over 5.5 million acres of vital habitat in the National Wildlife Refuge System for cavity-
nesting ducks and other waterfowl.

Penny Brandeau submitted this photo 
taken by her daughter, Rachel Whitsel, 
in Cincinnati, Ohio. The marquee is 
announcing an appearance by “The 
Bluebirds Big Band.” Penny’s comment: “I 
have never heard this band but I would 
go to hear them if I could, wouldn’t you?” 
According to the band’s website, they are 
“Cincinnati’s premier R & B / blues group.”
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Conserving a Declining Species
While the Eastern Bluebird population is large and 
growing, other cavity-nesting birds are not faring as 
well. The Red-headed Woodpecker is one of those 
species. This beautiful and charismatic woodpecker 
has been declining for at least 40 years, leading it to 
be listed as a species of special conservation concern 
by various conservation groups and government 
agencies.

One of those agencies is the New York State 
Department of Environmental Conservation, which 
has designated the Red-headed Woodpecker as a 
Species of Greatest Conservation Need. New York 
is near the northern edge of the woodpecker’s 
continental range, and the species is declining faster 
there than in many other areas. This is not unusual—
declining species often decline fastest at the edges 
of their range, probably because the habitat is not as 
suitable there as in the core of their range.

But therein lies part of the problem of conserving the 
Red-headed Woodpecker: surprisingly little is known 
about its habitat needs. Or its breeding habits. Or 
other aspects of its natural history, for that matter. 
Fortunately, Jacob Berl and his colleagues set out 
to fill some of these gaps in our knowledge. They 
carefully measured characteristics of the nesting 
habitat used by Red-headed Woodpeckers in New 
York. Their findings should prove useful to land 
owners and land managers looking to help this 
species:
•	As woodpeckers go, the red-head is a relatively 

weak excavator, so it needs soft, dead wood in 
which to excavate a nest cavity.

•	To minimize the loss of nests and nestlings to 
predators, the cavity needs to be fairly well 
concealed by live vegetation (i.e., tree leaves).

•	The key, then, is to conserve live trees with large 
dead limbs in which this woodpecker can create 
nest cavities.

Jacob L. Berl, John W. Edwards, Jeffrey S. Bolsinger, 
and Todd E. Katzner. 2014. Survival of Red-headed 
Woodpeckers’ (Melanerpes erythrocephalus) Nests in 
Northern New York. The Wilson Journal of Ornithology 
126:700–707.

Bluebird Mothers Know Best
The ranges of Western and Mountain Bluebirds 
overlap extensively in western North America. Since 
their habitat needs are so similar, the two species 
compete for space wherever they occur together. The 
outcome of this competition varies in a predictable 
manner, based on the stage of the forest, the density 
of bluebirds, and the availability of nest cavities.

Step 1: New habitat is created when overgrown 
forests burn, creating a more open environment; the 
burned trees are attacked by insects; the insects and 
open habitat attract woodpeckers; the woodpeckers 
excavate nest cavities; and the open habitat and 
nest cavities attract Mountain Bluebirds, which are 
better at colonizing new areas than are the Western 
Bluebirds.

Step 2: Eventually, aggressive Western Bluebirds 
arrive and push out the Mountain Bluebirds by out-
competing them for territories.

Research Review
A Summary of Recent Scientific Research on Bluebirds and Other Cavity Nesters

Scott W. Gillihan
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Step 3: While the Western Bluebird population in 
an area is relatively small and nesting territories are 
abundant and easy to claim, the proportion of less-
aggressive individuals is high (i.e., there are more 
“mellow” Western Bluebirds in the population).

Step 4: As the Western Bluebird population in 
an areas grows and becomes more dense, and 
competition for territories becomes more intense 
(especially competition with cavity-nesters other than 
bluebirds), mothers produce more-aggressive sons, 
who are more apt to leave the area to colonize new 
sites (pushing out the resident Mountain Bluebirds in 
the process, and starting the process all over again).

What is really interesting about this cycle is the way 
that mothers respond to the density and competition 
by “manipulating” the birth order of their offspring, 
and the amount of a particular hormone in the 
eggs—a hormone that is known to make birds more 
competitive once they reach adulthood:
•	In Step 3 (above), mothers produce more sons 

late in a clutch (sons that hatch late grow up to be 
adults that are less competitive), and deposit less of 
the hormone (resulting in “mellow” sons).

•	In Step 4, mothers produce more sons early in a 
clutch (resulting in sons that grow up to be more 
competitive adults), and deposit more of the 
hormone (resulting in competitive, aggressive sons 
that are more likely to be successful in dispersing 
to new areas).

It’s a complex, fascinating system whereby Western 
Bluebird mothers affect the structure of a cavity-
nester community.

Renée A. Duckworth, Virginia Belloni, and Samantha R. 
Anderson. 2015. Cycles of Species Replacement Emerge 
from Locally Induced Maternal Effects on Offspring 
Behavior in a Passerine Bird. Science 347:875–877.

Conserving Cavity-Nesters by Conserving 
Snags and Live Trees
Primary cavity-nesters are birds that excavate a nest 
cavity in a tree—mostly these are the woodpeckers, 
but also nuthatches and even chickadees, if the wood 
is soft enough. Secondary cavity-nesters are birds that 
cannot excavate a cavity on their own, but instead 
must find an existing cavity to call home—bluebirds 
and swallows are examples of secondary cavity-
nesters. Clearly, the conservation of secondary cavity-
nesters is tied to the conservation of primary cavity-
nesters, since they provide the nest cavities.

For many years, forest management has included 
some protections for standing dead trees, called 
snags. The decaying wood of snags makes them 
attractive to primary cavity-nesters—the soft wood is 
easy to excavate. One of the steps in a timber harvest 
project is to identify and mark for preservation snags 
that have cavities. These “wildlife trees” are an 
important part of a healthy, fully functioning forest.

But primary cavity-nesters don’t limit their nest-
digging activities to snags—nest cavities can be 
excavated in live trees, too. In fact, a recent project 
by Amanda Edworth and Kathy Martin in British 
Columbia demonstrated the importance of live trees 
with nest cavities. Their project showed that cavities 
in live trees lasted longer (because the live trees 
remain standing for more years than do snags) and 
their dimensions change more (the cavity gets larger 
over time, making them usable by a wider array 
of birds and even mammals, over the course of the 
cavity’s “lifetime”).

Bottom line: Conserve cavity-nesting birds by 
conserving both snags and live trees bearing cavities.

Amanda B. Edworth and Kathy Martin. 2014. Long-Term 
Dynamics of the Characteristics of Tree Cavities Used for 
Nesting by Vertebrates. Forest Ecology and Management 
334:122–128.
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The North American Bluebird Society serves as 
a clearinghouse for ideas, research, management, 
and education on behalf of 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 working together in a partnership in 
international bluebird conservation. No cost is 
associated with affiliating with NABS. Your 
affiliated organization will be 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 send correct 
information to Phil Berry at pbsialia@gmail.com and 
info@nabluebirdsociety.org.
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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
P.O. Box 5090
Lacombe, AB T4L-1W7 - CANADA
403-885-4477
403-887-5779
mpearman@telus.net
www.ellisbirdfarm.ab.ca

M�ountain Bluebird Trails 
Conservation Society

Gwen Tietz
P.O. Box 401
Lethbridge, AB T1J-3Z1 - CANADA
403-317-1252
gwen.tietz@gmail.com

Arizona
Tucson Audubon Society
Rick Fletcher
300 E. University Blvd, #120
Tucson, AZ 85705
520-629-0510
www.tucsonaudubon.org

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
#2 Up and Down Lane
Paget DV 03, Bermuda
441-777-9856
smitty@ibl.bm
www.bermudabluebirdsociety.com

British Columbia
Garry Oak Ecosystem Recovery Team
Rebecca Mersereau
841 Ralph Street
Victoria, BC  V8X 3E1 - CANADA
250-383-3224
rebecca.mersereau@goert.ca
www.goert.ca

Sou�thern Interior Bluebird Trail Society
Ray Town
P.O. Box 277
Logan Lake, BC V0K 1W0 - CANADA
250-523-9474
info@bcbluebirds.org
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
Jo-Ann Coller
18132 Larkstone Dr.
Santa Ana, CA 92705
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

Tampa Audubon Society
P.O. Box 320025
Tampa, FL 33079
www.tampaaudubon.org

Idaho
Golden Eagle Audubon Society
Leah Dunn & Michele Christ
P.O. Box 8261
Boise, ID 83707
ldboise@gmail.com
www.goldeneagleaudubon.org



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

Rocky Mountain Blues
David Richmond
HC 67  Box 680
Clayton, ID 83227
208-838-2431
fowest@custertel.net

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

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

Southern Illinois Audubon Society
Laraine Wright
P.O. Box 222
Carbondale, IL 62903-0222
618-457-8769
LARAINEWRIGHT66@gmail.com
www.siaudubon.org

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

Hendricks County Bluebird Society
Karen Smith
7369 Caldwell Lane
Avon, IN 46123
317-513-6403
Karen12208@aol.com
www.hendricksbluebirdsociety.info

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

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

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

Johnson County Songbird Project
Jim Walters
1033 E Washington
Iowa City, IA 52240-5248
319-466-1134
jcmwalt@infionline.net

Kentucky
Kentucky Bluebird Society
Philip Tamplin, Jr.
26 Poplar Hill Rd.
Louisville, KY 40207
502-426-7500
philip.tamplin@gmail.com
www.biology.eku.edu/kbs

Louisiana
Louisiana Bayou Bluebird Society
Emily Winners
126 Winegart Lane
Lecompte, LA 71346
318-776-5356
emilywinners@msn.com
www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org

Maine
Mid-Coast Audubon Society
John Weinrich
P.O. Box 548
Damariscotta, ME 04543
jweinrich@roadrunner.com
www.midcoastaudubon.org

Manitoba 
Friends of the Bluebirds
Herb Goulden
3407 Rosser Ave.
Brandon, MB  R7B 2P9 - CANADA
204-728-8370
ggoulden@mts.net
www.mbbluebirds.org/

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

Michigan
Michigan Audubon Society
Jonathan E. Lutz, Executive Director
P.O. Box 15249
Lansing, MI 48901
www.michiganaudubon.org
Michigan Bluebird Society
Kurt Hagemeister
P.O. Box 2028
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-2028
734-663-9746
khagemeister@michiganbluebirds.org
www.michiganbluebirds.org

Minnesota
Bluebird Recovery Program
Audubon Chapter of Minneapolis
P.O. Box 984
Faribault, MN 55021
JENean Mortenson
507-332-7003
jeanieandcarl@hotmail.com
Carrol Johnson
507-649-0126
mnbluebirder@hotmail.com
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.
Tom Anderson
5532 Sandhill Road
Lewistown, MT 59457
406-535-2132
sandhill@midrivers.com
www.mountainbluebirdtrails.com

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

New Jersey
New Jersey Bluebird Society
Frank V. Budney
173 Carolyn Road
Union, NJ 07083-9424
908-687-2169
908-797-6016 (cell)
dbdown@aol.com
www.njbluebirdsociety.org
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New York
Bro�nx River - Sound Shore Audubon 

Society
Sandy Morrissey
Scarsdale, NY
914-949-2531
www.brssaudubon.org
Mic�hael Kudish Natural History Preserve
David Turan
2515 Tower Mountain Rd
Stamford, NY 12167
607-652-9137
princessprism@yahoo.com

NY State Bluebird Society
Kevin Berner
499 W. Richmondville Rd
Richmondville, NY 12149
518-294-7196
bernerkl@gmail.com
www.nysbs.org

Orleans Bluebird Society
Gary Kent
3806 Allen’s Bridge Rd.
Albion, NY 14411
585-589-5130
gkworking4u@hotmail.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
P.O. Box 1469
Sherwood, OR 97140
email@prescottbluebird.com
www.prescottbluebird.com

Pennsylvania
Bluebird Society of Pennsylvania
Dean Rust
253 Brook Farms Road
Lancaster, PA 17601
JULY7DS@aol.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
Bluebirds Across America
Farrell Roe
95 Hayes Branch Trail
Jackson, TN 38301
731-424-6161
roerockingr@aol.com

Tennessee Bluebird Society
Chuck James
119 Talah Way
Loudon, TN  37774
865-458-6904
tnsialia@gmail.com
www.tnbluebirdsociety.org

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

Texas
Texas Bluebird Society
Pauline Tom
P.O. Box 40868
Austin, TX 78704
210-201-5678
ptom5678@gmail.com
www.texasbluebirdsociety.org

Virginia
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

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

Washington
Puget Sound Bluebird Recovery Project
Susan Ford
P.O. Box 1351
Poulsbo, WA 98370
707-287-5749
susan@pugetsoundbluebird.org
www.pugetsoundbluebird.org

West Virginia
Potomac Valley Audubon Society
Peter Smith
P.O. 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)

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

Silver Level (at least $1,000)

Terry & Vicky Larkin
Lordi Marker

Family Foundation

Hendricks 
County 
Bluebird 
Society

Christopher A. 
Silva (bequest)
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Date _________________
o New Membership    o Renewal    o A gift subscription from: ____________________________________________   for:
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Subscribing		  o $30		  o $20			   Address: ________________________________________
Supporting		  o $50		  o $40
Contributing		  o $85		  o $75			   City: ____________________________________________
Guardian		  o $110		  o $100
Life			   o $500		  o $500			   State / Province: ______    ZIP: ______________________

Organization		  o $50					     Phone: __________________________________________
Small Business		  o $50
Corporation		  o $125					     Email: __________________________________________
A+ (for Affiliate members only)		  o $15

Name of Affiliate organization: _______________________	 Membership number: _____________________________
NOTE: Multiple years are not available for “A+” — 

this membership type must be renewed annually.

Additional Donation
o $30	 o $50	 o Other __________

o Check enclosed (in U.S. funds)
o Visa	 o MasterCard

Card #__________________________________

Last 3 digits on reverse side: ______________

Expiry: ________   Signature: ______________________________

Total amount paid/charged to credit card: __________________

Where did you learn about NABS? __________________

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
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PayPal is available online at www.nabluebirdsociety.org


