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Photo by: Bernard Duchesne
Mr. Red-bellied Woodpecker may be asking for permission to eat at the
breakfast table in my backyard. For many years, the Bluebirds act like they
own the yard. It is most likely because there’s at least two active bluebird
nests in the yard every year that usually yields three cycles each during
nesting season. (One year, I had four nesting pairs!) They do gang up on the
larger birds and run them off!
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From The Perch
By:
Sheryl Cooper Bassi
President
Photo By: David
Kineer, VA

Spring and nesting season will be here
before we know it. Bluebirds and other
cavity nesters are already checking out
boxes.
Wing-waving is going on
everywhere, and before we know it, we’ll
have nests and baby birds on the way
again! It’s one of my favorite times of the
year.
Now is the time to check your boxes
and take care of any needed maintenance.
Make sure all of last year’s nests are
cleaned out and disposed of properly. Soap
the ceilings of boxes using a bar of Ivory
soap to discourage wasps from building.
Make sure guards are secure and
functioning properly and posts are greased
to stop ants from climbing. If you are
adding new nest boxes this year, it’s time
to get them up. The competition for nest
boxes is already starting! If you have a
box that has failed to attract nesters for a
couple of seasons, now is the time to
relocate it. Then, get ready to sit back and
enjoy the show. It’s always so much fun to
watch the courtship and nesting behaviors
of all of our native cavity nesters.
Some good news to report: Joan Brown
has volunteered to rehab and oversee the
“Millie Hyde Bluebird Trail” at Black
Bayou NWR.
Nova Clarke, Ranger
BBNWR, will be working with Joan to
rehab and expand the existing trail, which
honors our own Mildred Hyde. Miss
Millie has been an active volunteer with
LBBS and Friends of Black Bayou for
many years, and we are proud to honor her
service to both organizations.
Speaking of volunteers: We desperately
need someone to take over monitoring
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duties or help with the Leo Terzia
Memorial Bluebird Trail, Monroe, LA -located on the grounds of the LA. Dept. of
Agriculture & Forestry, Highway 80 East,
Monroe, LA. Jack and Deb Hoover have to
give up the trail due to health issues. Please
contact me at sherylbassi@hughes.net or
Evelyn at emcooper@hughes.net.
Happy Birding,
Sheryl

Brood Patch Is Important In Incubation

Perhaps you have removed a female bluebird or swallow from her nest to have a look
at her eggs or hatchlings and noticed that she had bare skin on her belly.
That bare spot is known as the brood patch, and it plays an important role in
incubation and brooding.
A few days before the female lays her first egg, feathers on her breast and belly fall
out. She loses both outer (contour) feathers and the down beneath. It is believed that
increasing levels of the hormone estrogen trigger this feather loss. The estrogen would
be a byproduct of breeding and egg formation.
The bare skin contains blood vessels feeding the skin. These vessels expand, bringing
greater amounts of warm blood to the area. The heat from the blood is transferred to the
eggs or chicks. In addition, the brood patch swells as large amounts of water collect in
the tissues beneath the patch. Research suggests that this water also helps transfer heat
from the female to the eggs or hatchlings.
The brood patch develops only on those birds that incubate. If male birds do not
participate in incubation, they have no brood patch. Males that do incubate have
patches. Among cavity-nesting species, Great-crested Flycatcher and some woodpecker
males develop patches. Male birds that might or might not incubate, as in the case for
the Tree Swallows, will have a brood patch if the incubation role of the male is
important.
Con’t on page 4
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Con’t from page 3
Brood Patch Is Important In Incubation
P as s er i n e s pe c i es — - so n gbi rd s,
bluebirds and swallows, wrens and
chickadees—-have a single brood patch.
Other species can have more than one
patch, each separated from the others by
normal feathering. Herring Gulls, for
example, typically lay two or three eggs,
and will have a brood patch for each.
Water foul also have brood patches.
Hens of these species will pull down
feathers from their breast to help create the
patch, and then use the feathers to line their
nest.
Most birds with brood patches use the
patch to warm hatchlings until the young
birds have developed the ability to control
their own temperatures, usually day five or
six for bluebirds.
When brooding is completed, the blood
vessels shrink, the swelling recedes, and
the feathers grow back, often before the
next molt.
Information used with permission from
“Bluebird”, Journal of the North American
Bluebird Society, Vol. 27. No. 4, Fall
2005.
Editor’s Note: If for any reason a female
bluebird is killed or goes missing during
the incubation of eggs or babies, they
cannot survive without interference. If you
have a trail and keep records, and have
eggs or babies at the same age of those in
peril, you can transfer them to the nests of
those available and they will be fine. If not,
you need to have a rehabber on hand that
you can contact and get help or maybe a
friend with a trail close to you.
Evelyn
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Supplemental Feeding Bluebirds And
Other Species
By: Evelyn Cooper
Supplemental feeding is exactly that,
feeding when birds need it most and for any
other reasons such as photo taking and
observation, supplemental is the key word.
I like to feed a banquet mix I make because
it is nutritionally better and easier to me
than the hassle of meal worms. Meal
worms are not complete in nutrients and
they need to be added to the worms,
especially if supplied heavily and year
round. Bluebirds will eat them and leave
other foods alone if they are offered. Here
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is the link and recipe on the LBBS website:
http://www.labayoubluebirdsociety.org/
supplemental.asp
Evelyn's Bayou Blend :
Mix together half and half (i.e. 2 cups each)
of chunky peanut butter and lard (not
shortening). Add alternately, yellow corn
meal (my preference) and dry quick
cooking oats until the mixture is not sticky
and glistening. It will be dry and little balls
will form in the mix. The birds love it this
way. I put it on the feeder and many species
come to dine. I especially love the male
Red-bellied Woodpecker that comes. A
little sugar can be added during the winter
months for extra energy. I do not put fruits
in the mix as there are several species that
do not eat the raisins or other fruits. I put a
little on the feeder during the summer
months, no more than will be eaten within
an hour because of the heat. They do come
get a tidbit, but mostly abandon the feeder
for the grasshoppers, crickets and other
critters they love so much and that is what I
want them to do.

Photo by: Bernard Duchesne, Jr.
Bird temperatures run high. Why?
The town we were in is just large
enough to have a bank with the ubiquitous
flashing sign out front. The flow of red
letters told us that the stock market had
fallen slightly that day, that the time was
shortly after three in the afternoon, and the
temp was four degrees short of 100.
No one need to tell us about the heat.
The air conditioning in our van was barely
keeping Jude (my wife) and me
comfortable as we drove across South
Dakota. This was mid-July, so the heat
was not surprise. We were prepared, and
did the best we could to keep cool.
The birds we saw along the country
and state roads we drove did the same —
the best they could. Under the prairie sun,
on land where the only shade in sight was
provided by fence posts, their best looked
insufficient.
We actually saw Lark Buntings
employing the slices of shade from those
posts. The birds were perched on the fence
wire, tight to the post in the few-inch
sunless swipe that offered small respite.

This beauty (Mr. or Mrs.
Red Headed Woodpecker)
started coming to my
feeder this year. The male
and
female
are
indistinguishable. I am so
thrilled to have them as
regulars at the feeder.
During the ice and snow
in second week of
January, they came to the
pan on the back steps to
get food. I was elated that
I had a Red-headed
Woodpeckers eating off
my back steps!! I saw one
of the pair come and get
banquet mix and carry it
to a cavity many times in
late January. That was a
first in my bird watching.
Many of the birds we saw coped by
assuming an extreme position posture.
They straightened out the ankle joints
(what many of us consider to be the bird’s
knees) to stand high and clear. They
spread their wings to gain more air contact.
They panted, opening their bills wide for
more air exchange.
Among warm-blooded creatures, birds
run hotter than most other animals. Eighty
percent of all bird species are warmer than
the warmest 10 percent of mammals. Why
is this so?
The primary reason is that higher body
temperature allows an animal to maintain a
high activity level at all times. Birds are
active through the day, in all seasons, in all
parts of the world.
Other advantages are that at higher
temperatures, nerve impulses travel faster,
muscle strength is increased, and physical
endurance is greater. All of these things
are important to birds if they are to fly, to
capture prey, and to avoid capture
themselves.
Con’t on page 6

Con’t from page 5
Bird Temperatures rum high. Why?
It is believed that a constant higher body
temperature also aids memory and
improves learning ability.
These advantages come with a price.
To maintain high body temps, the animal
has to eat a great deal (eating like a bird
actually means the opposite of what my
mother meant when she spoke those
words). And, higher body temperature puts
birds closer to the point where proteins in
the body begin to break down and cause
death.
Controlling body temperature, then, is
critical. That brings us back to the Lark
Buntings and Meadowlarks we saw trying
to keep cool atop pasture fence posts.
Birds do not sweat. Sweating is one of
the ways we cool ourselves, but birds don’t
enjoy that advantage. Sweating consumes
larger amounts of liquid, but water on the
prairie is as hard to find as shade. We used
quick-stop stores to replenish our cooler
with ice and Gatorade. Birds have other
strategies.
They give up excess heat by exposing
body parts to the air. Standing tall with
wings spread effectively increases
functional body surface, allow more heat to
escape. Compress feathers against the
body would reduce the insulating qualities
of the feathers, and promote cooling. Many
species of birds also have fewer feathers in
warm weather than they do in colder
months, again reducing the insulation
factor.
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Birds open their bill wide and pant in
hot weather, to increase heat exchange
between blood and inhaled air. This is the
most important means birds have to cool
themselves, the most commonly seen
solution to the problem. The respiratory
rate of House Sparrows will increase from
57 breaths per minute at 86 degrees
Fahrenheit to 160 per minute at 109
degrees.
Birds change location on hot days. At
midday in summer, birds in almost any
neighborhood can be hard to find. They
are laying low n the shade somewhere,
keeping cool. The birds we saw in South
Dakota looked like they were having a
rough time, but birds are extremely
adaptable creatures, having evolved
effective strategies for co ping and
surviving in a wide variety of extreme
conditions.
Take
away
our
civilized
accounterments, and they were going to
outlast us on those South Dakota prairies,
that was for certain.
Article by Jim Willams
Used with permission from the Bluebird
Journal of the NABS.

Bluebirds feeding in a pan on my back
steps during the ice and snow in Jan.

‘Enough’ food for winter can be a

fatal problem
Food supply is critical for all bird
species that winter where the weather can
turn cold and foul at short notice.
Bluebirds, are among those birds
vulnerable to the vagaries of changing
weather.
Birder Bob Fisher of
Independence, Missouri, recently offered
these observations on the e-mail network
Birdchat.
***
The idea that any bird can make it
through a winter if there is enough food has
it limitations. “ Enough food” may involve
copious amounts of a very specialized diet.
According to (one authority), the Eurasian
Goldcrest must find an insect on an
average every two seconds to make it
through the day. Likewise, the North
American Golden-crowned Kinglet
survives by gleaning large numbers of
dormant insect larva from spruce needles.
These birds seem to know how to find
copious amounts of their particular target
food by constant activity in the right
places.
The insect larvae they need
evidently are usually present throughout
the winter in their preferred northern
habitats.
Other more opportunistic species may
discover an adequate food source in a
particular location and die when it runs out.
Or it may suddenly become insufficient to
sustain them when a severe cold snap
occurs. Or, as it probably the case with
some of the hummingbirds that linger
around feeders, a food source that will get
them through the day cannot get them
through the night.
In Missouri, where I live, we usually
have lots of Eastern Bluebirds (our state
bird) around during warm winters. But they
are “half hardy” species. When it gets very
cold, most of them disappear. Perhaps they

migrate south just before the cold front
arrives, but there is evidence that many
may perish.
Sometimes sizable groups are found
dead huddled together in a bluebird house
when the temperature suddenly gets below
zero for a week or two. Others may die
and not be found. In either case, a
sufficient food source may suddenly have
become insufficient.
In those years, Eastern Bluebirds that
genetically predisposed to migrate south in
the fall make it through the winter, while
those who were tempted to stay by
lingering food source may not survive.
Earth Worms Are A No-No
Concerned bluebirders are offering
mealworms more than ever before,
increasing the chances of bluebird survival
in stressful times. How about earthworms?
No. Abandoned bluebird, adopted by
concerned humans, might gulp down a
piece of earthworm. Bluebird parents
might even feed their young earthworms
during hard times. But the undeveloped
stomachs of the nestlings have difficulty
digesting the dirt castings found in the
earthworm’s gut.
This causes diarrhea, loss of fluids, and
dehydration. The birds can become so
lethargic they no longer beg for food. In
addition, the fecal matter, liquid now
instead of encased in a fecal sac that
parents can remove, dries and hardens in
the nest. The nestlings can become stuck
to the nest by their own waste, unable to
move or fledge. (Check your nests after
fledging to make certain there are no stuck
chicks.)
Articles “Enough’ Food For Winter Can Be
Fatal and Earthworms are a no-no are used
with permission. Bluebird Journal Fall
2005 Vol. 27, No 4
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