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Backyard Birds
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Mallard:  Drake readily identified by metallic green head and neck, yellow bill, narrow white color, chestnut breast.  Black central tail feathers curls up.  Hen feature mottled plumage; look for orange bill marked with black.  The familiar and common duck, found in city parks, suburbs, farm fields including water bodies of various sizes. Commonly hybridizes particularly with the American Black Duck.  People should refrain from feeding these ducks to keep them wild and reduce the possibility of passing diseases when birds are overly concentrated.
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Cooper’s hawk:  Distinguished from Sharp-shinned hawk by longer, rounded tail, larger head.  A member of the Accipiter family of hawks.  Preys largely on songbirds, some small mammals.  Often hunts near bird feeders.  During breeding season has a regular feeding route where it hunts for common, medium-sized birds such as Mourning doves, jays, and starlings. Will perch on telephone poles. Named in 1828 after William Cooper, a New York naturalist.  In Pennsylvania, many migrating hawks follow ridges paralleling the Allegheny Plateau, climbing high on thermals that rise along these ridges.  Hawk Mountain, near Kempton in southeastern Pennsylvania, is a famous spot to observe migrating hawks.
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Eastern Screech owl:  Common in a wide variety of habitats: woodlots, forests, swamps, orchards, parks, and suburban gardens.  Nocturnal; best located and identified by voice.  Two typical calls:  a series of quavering whistles, descending in pitch; and a long single trill, all on one pitch.  Eats mice, insects, amphibians, and birds.  May feed in neighborhoods on insects attracted to street lamps.  Occurs in red or gray morphs, or color phases.  Sometimes seen in daylight at nest or roosting in tree hole or nest box.  Nest box plans can be found on the Pennsylvania Game Commission’s web-page at www.pgc.pa.gov.
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Ruby-throated hummingbird:  The only breeding hummingbird east of the Mississippi River.  Eats flower nectar, insects, spiders, sap from sap-sucker-drilled holes.  Comes to hummingbird feeders.  Do not use red-colored water in feeders since research indicates the dyes are not good for these unique birds.  Ruby-throated hummingbirds are fairly common in parts of the range; found in gardens and woodland edges.  With global warming, plentiful feeders, and late-blooming sage, more are showing up in the North and a few attempt to over-winter.
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Northern flicker:  An excellent filed mark is the white-rumped patch observed while in flight.  Feeds on the ground, probing for ants, which are 45% of its diet; also catches insects in air and eats fruits, berries, and seeds.  Comes to bird feeders.  In the East, the morph or color phase most commonly observed is the “Yellow-shafted” variety.  Fairly common in open forest, parks, and gardens.  Flickers winter principally in the Southern United States.
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English House sparrow:  This non-native, invasive species can be found in urban areas, parks, and open farmland.  Introduced from England in the middle of the 19th century.  Aggressively competes with our native cavity-nesting species of birds for nest spots.  Will kill adult birds, nestlings, and eggs of other species in order to take over a birdhouse or cavity.  Forages on the ground and foliage for insects, spiders, small fruit, weed seeds, waste grain, and crumbs.  Nest of straw, weeds, trash, grass, lined with feathers, placed in any natural or constructed cavity, such as a birdhouse, under eves of house, in signs or nooks of commercial buildings.
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House wren:  Plump little bird with short tail often cocked; upper parts unstreaked and grayish brown.  Nest of twigs lined with grass, rootlets, and feathers placed in a wide variety of cavities.  Prefers woods edges in rural and suburban areas.  These birds feed on insects, spiders, millipedes, and snails.  The species breeds across southern Canada and the United States.  Individuals from the East winter mainly in Georgia and Florida. The oldest house wren on record lived seven years, but most individuals probably only survive for a year of two.  Ornithologists believe the species has been expanding southward since European settlement began; this house wren benefits from forest fragmentation and does well in town and residential areas.
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American robin:  Hops about on lawns, meadows, and golf courses looking for earthworms.  Also eats insects, fruit, and berries.  Occasionally comes to feeders for fruit. Nest of grasses and middle layer of mud, lined with fine grasses, placed on a horizontal limb of shrub, tree, or on a building ledge. Both parents feed the young.  In fall, migrates south often in waves of hundreds or thousands in evenly spaced flight, which is strong and direct. Some winter as far South as Guatemala.  In Pennsylvania, the American robin is thought to be the most abundant bird species.
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Gray catbird:  All gray with a black cap.  Feeds on the ground and in foliage, eating various insects, as well as spiders, wild grapes, and berries.  Both sexes give the “meow” call in alarm situations.  This songbird is a neo-tropical migrant wintering in coastal Southeast and Central America.  Featuring a variety of calls, the ability comes from the structure of the syrinx, or voice box, whose two sides operate independently, letting the bird sing with two voices at the same time.  Catbirds destroy eggs and nestlings of other species, including wood pewees, robins, and sparrows; biologists don’t know whether this behavior represents an attack on competitors or a feeding strategy.
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Northern Mockingbird:  White wing patches flash in flight.  Calls are a mixture of original and imitative phrases, each repeated several times.    Found in a variety of habitats, including towns.  Nest of twigs, plant stems, mosses, cloth string, and dry leaves lined with rootlets and gasses. Feeds on the ground and in foliage, eating various insects, spiders, snails, crayfish, lizards, small snakes, and wild fruits and berries.  May occasionally come to birdfeeders for raisins, other fruit, bread, and suet.  Mockingbirds often sing at night.
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European starling:  A short-tailed, stocky “blackbird”, in 1890-91, starlings were introduced into New York City from Europe.  Since then they have spread across North America.  Starlings aggressively compete with native species of birds for nesting cavities.  To reduce competition from starlings for birdhouses, make sure the entrance hole is 1 ½ inches or less in diameter, since this is too small for starlings to enter.  Outside nesting season, usually seen in large flocks.  Forages on the ground for insects, spiders, earthworms, garbage, salamanders, snails, weed seeds, and berries.  Comes to feeders for seeds and suet.
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Northern cardinal:  The male is bright red with black around the base of the bill with a large crest.  Females are buffy below; grayish brown above, with reddish bill.  Feeds by hopping around on the ground, gleaning food from low shrubbery and trees.  Eats insects, spiders, wild fruits and berries, weed seeds.  A favorite at birdfeeders, where it prefers sunflower seed, safflower seed, and cracked corn.  Nests in shrubs near open areas, woods, and suburban yards.  Non-migratory, this species has extended its range northward (probably due to feeding) during the 20th Century.  A common call; it is loud, liquid whistling with many variations, including cheer, cheer, cheer.
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