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Introduction
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According to my cute-as-a-button five year old niece, a bird feeder is not that collection of wood, wire, and plastic that I have sitting so proudly in my backyard. It is in fact, as she so proudly and logically informed me, herself. Now, I know that might sound confusing to everyone out there who thought that their bird feeders were inanimate objects acting as receptacles for any food that you might put in it. But you’ll be glad to know that in my case at least – and yours too, according to my niece – it’s the person who goes out there and puts the food in the bird feeder who is the actual bird feeder, not the feeder itself.

Hopefully that wasn’t too confusing, but just to be sure let me clarify the point and tell you verbatim what my niece said. 

“No, no, no. That’s not the bird feeder, silly. I’m the bird feeder.” At this point she looks up at me with her big eyes and her lower lip sticking out and asks me, “Don’t I feed the birds good then?”

Naturally I start to feel like a heel and rush in to tell her that she “feeds the birds good” and that yes she’s the bird feeder and not that pile of cedar or glass and copper that’s standing so proudly in front of my living room windows. 

Besides, who can contradict such an abundantly clear cut piece of five year old logic? From her point of view she really is the bird feeder, so who am I to go against it.  

Having now satisfactorily disposed of that little piece of nonsense out of the way (I read the whole thing back to my niece who was tickled pink at having been mentioned in this book) we can hopefully now move on to matters of great import that concern all bird lovers, namely that of bird feeders. 

I know that the topic of bird feeders is an odd choice of book to write about, but to me it encompasses the best of both worlds. Not only do I get to write about my favorite subject (birds, just in case you didn’t guess), but I also get to tell it to a bunch of enthusiastic birders who understand the absolute necessity of having their own bird feeder in their backyard.

If you’re reading this introduction and are wondering just what I’m talking about or think that I’m just plain off my rocker, two reasons could account for this. You’re getting this book for someone else who’s a bird enthusiast and just wanted to see whether it’s worth your while giving it to them; or you’ve only just started on your life of birding and haven’t as yet become as far-gone as I have in my birding pursuits. If it’s the former case then let me assure you now that it’s highly worth your while giving this book to your favorite birder; and if it’s the latter case then rest assured that before very long you will understand what I’m talking about. 

As an ardent birding enthusiast I have sometimes been accused of speaking a different language by my family. So be warned fair bird reader, though I might sometimes lapse into this strange and wonderful language at times, I will always do my utmost best to explain such terms to you. 

In fact I’ll start right now and tell you that when I say,

	birder – I mean a person who’s enthusiastic about birds and particular bird related pursuits

	birding – means the actual pursuit of all things birds

	hummer – is an affectionate shortened term for the tiny little hummingbirds

	bird feeder – I use this term interchangeably throughout the book and it’s mainly case-specific, so although most times I will be referring to the actual bird feeding stations, there are times when I’ll take a leaf out of my niece’s book and be referring instead to you. 


Hopefully that will avoid some confusion as you read along. 
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What will you get out of this book?
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Why are you reading this book and what’s the aim of it? Is it merely a frivolous book written on the aspects of bird feeding, or is does it hold any information that’s of any use. Only you can decide whether it’s of any use to you, but my intention was to help try and demystify the odd world known to all birders as bird feeding. 

To that end I’ve sectioned this book off into what I hope are logical sequences, but which will all ultimately tie in together anyway. You might find that parts are repeated here and there where it was absolutely unavoidable for me to keep it out. As you go along you’ll find that almost everything in birding is interrelated and you just can’t go into one subject without encroaching on another. In these cases I’ve not rehashed the same information, but have instead referred you back to the original section where there’s more detail. 

So what can you get out of this book (besides odd insights into my crazy world)? Basically, almost anything and everything that you’ll ever want to know about birding. Naturally there’ll be some things that aren’t covered here but for the most part you should find what you need to start you off on a jaunt into the world of bird feeding. 
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Bird Feeders – What they are
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If you have a rough idea of what a bird feeder is (besides my niece that is), then you’re probably on the right track. A bird feeder is simply something upon which you can place food for birds to enjoy. The variety in bird feeding comes from the different types of bird feeders that are available. They can range from simple do-it-yourself bird feeding platforms to state of the art bird feeders with devices and accessories that outshine the birds themselves. 

For detailed descriptions on some of the different types of feeders available, you can skip ahead to the section entitled “Types of Different Bird Feeders”. For a description on how to build your own bird feeder go to the section called “Building your own bird feeder”.

Basically though if you’ve just started this bird feeding lark (excuse the pun) you can start out in a simple manner and progress from there. Of course you always have the option of plunging into the deep end of the pool and that’s alright as well, every journey starts with the first step and it’s really up to you what your first step is going to be. For myself I started at quite an early age at my grandparents’ farm where I built my first bird feeder by myself – a cleaned out old paint-can lid nailed firmly to a convenient fence post! 

At that age, the highlight for me was to actually go out and put the food on the plate and watch for the cardinals to come and eat. If I was really lucky I got to see a woodpecker or two along with a few juncos and chickadees. It was from this rather simple bird feeder that I graduated to a slightly more sophisticated one in my parents’ backyard. This time I had a piece of wood for a platform and a pole on which to place it. 

Although this was still quite rudimentary it did the job and I’m convinced that this was the starting point for my addiction to bird watching and all things birds. From there I progressed to begging my parents for a pair of binoculars and saving up enough pocket money to buy the scraps and things necessary to build myself a “better” bird feeder. 

Naturally with such enthusiasm there was always more than one bird feeder around and at times our backyard was inundated more by my dubious building efforts than by actual birds. I never gave up however and through many a trial and error (along with quite a few trips to my local library to gather more information) I found out what worked best. 

For instance I found that hummingbirds needed nectar and appropriate feeders, that woodpeckers liked peanuts and suet, and that northern cardinals like feeding close to the ground. Most other birds, I found out, liked the platform method as did any and every squirrel that it was my luck to confront. 

I also found out that if I didn’t place my feeders in the right place, the neighbor’s cat, along with the squirrels, would have easy access to them. With the squirrels this was more of a food problem where they would generally hoard away all my bird seed. And although the same applied to the cat in that it was a food problem, this problem involved a diminishing of the bird population as opposed to a diminishing of my supply of bird seed! 

So I learnt quickly and speedily and went on to become a firm birder which is where we find ourselves now as I try to explain to you exactly what a bird feeder is.

From my earlier rambling discourse better known as the “Introduction”, you’ve probably got a general idea of what a bird feeder entails but let me try and go into a little more detail if I can, without crossing too much into the same information I’ve given you in the following sections. 

You know, or you’re vaguely aware, that a bird feeder is a feeding device or station, and that it’s also generally found outdoors most often in your backyard. It can be anything from a fancy bird sized mansion to an earthier wooden feeder that blends in well with your garden or it could even be as simple as placing an old baking sheet in your yard and filling it with seed or any other kind of bird food. There’s really no easier and simple way of saying it though, than to tell you that a bird feeder is anything which holds food for birds and from which they will come and feed. Everything else that follows is just for aesthetics or for the pure fun of it. 

Since most people have a bird feeder for the pure pleasure of watching and enjoying the many birds that will flock to their gardens it’s safe to assume that the feeder will be placed in a prominent position. Most often this will be in direct line-of-sight to a place where you can enjoy the antics of the feathered variety from a safe and comfortable distance. 

For correct placing information of your feeder, I’ve gone into more detail in the section “Where to place your bird feeder”. For now suffice it to say that there’s more to bird feeding than meets the eye so read on and find out for yourself. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The reasoning behind bird feeders
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The beginning title may or may not have made sense to you, but here’s the long and short of what I was trying to convey to you in a one-lined sentence: what’s the cause, the driving force, behind having a bird feeder and why are they built in certain ways.

If you’re new to this whole bird feeding thing then you’re probably wondering what all the fuss is about right? If you want to feed the birds in your area then the easiest and simplest method is to do what I did in the beginning of my birding career and place a flat platform type of thing somewhere within easy arm’s reach where you can sit and watch the birds flock to your offerings, right? Not necessarily, there’s more detail that needs to be filled in to get a complete picture. 

All of the many elaborate types of bird feeders that you can find are intended to fill a gaping void that looms out at you if you want to attract more than one or two types of birds to your garden. And if you’re doing the whole bird feeding through the kindness of your heart then you’ll definitely want to be providing for all of the different types of birds during the cold winter months. This includes all the birds who don’t migrate for the winter and who need nourishment as well. 

Then there’s always the necessity to keep out unwanted intruders from your bird feeder stations. The last thing you’ll want is to have a friendly chattering squirrel hoard away all your bird food so the actual birds don’t get the food, or even an inquisitive raccoon raiding your feeding platforms. 

And let’s not forget the purely aesthetic reasons for having a bird feeder. A pleasant looking bird feeder – as opposed to a paint-can lid – is a sight for sore eyes, especially if it’s covered with birds scrabbling for food. I can tell you now there’s nothing quite like sitting on the porch swing with a long cold lemonade in your hands watching a host of birds flying to and fro in your garden. Don’t get me wrong here, I wouldn’t trade that first paint-can lid bird feeder for all the newer shinier feeders on the market, but sometimes it’s just nice to sit back and enjoy the sight of that new shiny feeder in your garden.

Those are some of the main reasons behind the growing bird feeder industry and it’s safe to say that many people probably appreciate their bird feeding efforts more because their feeder stations come equipped with all the latest toys like a squirrel or raccoon baffle. (I go into more detail on these in the section “Baffles”.) But what about all the different designs that the feeders come in, not to mention the bewildering array of shapes and sizes? What do they mean and how does it all fit in?

To begin with perhaps I should tell you the reason that so many different types of feeders arose was from the picky feeding habits of the many birds. If you observe them closely for any length of time, you’ll see that some birds will prefer to eat from ground level while some birds will like the height of a pole-mounted platform feeder, and some birds won’t take anything other than nectar. 

If you want to attract only one type of bird to your feeder then fine, you could go for the most basic feeders and be done with it. But there are some people like myself who absolutely must have different feeders to attract more birds to my garden and that’s where the whole “different feeders” issue comes in. Different feeders equates to different birds coming to your garden. To get a better overview of the feeder types involved go to the section “Types of different feeders”. 

So now perhaps that peculiar looking tubular bird feeder, or perhaps even that wire meshed small box you saw at the store makes more sense when you think that they’re all actually fitted to suit a different variety of birds. 

To find out which bird feeder you’ll need and which one’s right for you, just go on to the next section “How to choose the right bird feeder”. After that I’ll go into more detail and will strive to explain what the different types of feeders are and what they can do for you. 
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How to choose the right bird feeder
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How do you choose the right bird feeder for you? What’s the first thing you need to do and is the choice of bird feeder truly an important one? Well, in the beginning probably not. The choice of your first bird feeder can be simple and rudimentary, you don’t really need anything too fancy and something with a low price tag might suit you even better, at least until you make up your mind as to what you really want from your bird feeder. 

If you’ve been birding for a while now however, you won’t have too much trouble on deciding what type of bird feeder you’ll need and you might even be able to teach me thing or two into the bargain. If you’re new to this whole birding thing however, then you’re probably wondering how on earth you can easily find the right bird feeding station to suit you. 

A few factors come into the equation of choosing your first bird feeder and I’ll go through them one by one to make your options clearer and easier for you to wade through. 

If you don’t want to go through all this hassle in the beginning though, or if you just want the pleasure of finding out your birding needs for yourself, then I suggest you go ahead and buy the basic platform bird feeder. It’s always the best place to start and can give you a great boost on your learning curve. If you skip on ahead though, you’ll find a few sections later on in this book that might interest you and help your feeding efforts as well. 

However if you want to gather as much information as possible before making your choice on which feeder to buy, read on. I’ve mentioned first in point form the facts and essentials that you should consider, and go into detail afterward. 

	What types of birds do you want to attract to your garden

	How durable is your bird feeder

	Is maintenance easy

	How much seed will the feeder hold

	Do you live in the colder climes or the more warmer ones

	Are you on the migrating paths

	Do you want to squirrel and raccoon proof your feeder

	Money: how much are you willing to part with 
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What types of birds do you want to attract to your garden
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The first and most important question that you can ask of yourself when buying a feeder is what type of bird or birds do you want to attract to your garden? This is most important as the choice of feeder is sometimes dictated by the type of bird. 

For instance, if hummingbirds are what you want to attract to your garden then investing in a platform feeder won’t get you anywhere. Hummingbirds need nectar and special hummingbird feeders are needed for them to feed from and the same applies to orioles. But if it’s northern cardinals you want then you’ll want to look into buying ground feeders; or maybe you’ll want suet feeders for any woodpeckers and others of its ilk.  

Hopefully you get the general idea, but if you’re new to all of this you might even now be wondering how on earth you’ll be able to know which birds can be found in your area. That too is a fairly simple problem to overcome and any field guide native to your area can help you or barring that I’ve always the internet to be a mine of information. Otherwise you could always find more information at your library or perhaps even from a bird society in your area.

Once you know all the pertinent details it’s just a matter of narrowing it down to which particular birds you want to attract. After that you can again resort to any of these sources to get the low-down on which feeders the birds prefer or you could always ask a friendly sales person from your pet store. 

Before you go rushing out however, consider the rest of the points first as these may also play a significant part in your choice.  
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