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For the Love of Feathers

Myrna Pearman

The spring 1993 {12{2):30-34) issue of
Living Bird {quanerly journal of the Cornaell
Laboratory of Ornithology) contains a very
fascinating article by Dr. David Winkler
about Tree Swallows and their fondness
tor feathers.

Dr. Winkler, who has been studying
Tree Swallows since 1985, often witnessed
the great 'feather fights" that swallows
angage in during nest building. This
promoted him to investigate why feathers
are such a valuable commodity.

The first phase of his study invelved
counting the feathers found in swallow
nests at different stages in the birds’
breeding c¢ycle, then comparing the
number of feathers in each nest with
reproductive success. He found that
chicks in nests lined with more feathers
fladged earlier. Superficially, this seemed
to justify the swallows' fondness for
feathers, since it appeared that they
decreased the nestling's period of
dependence on parental care in the nest.
But there still was the possibility that the
earlier fledging of those young was duse to
quality parenting; good parents wouid be
morg efficient at both gathering feathers
and at gathering food for their brood.

To further test the role of feathers, Dr.
Winkler and his colleagues reduced the
number of feathers in selected nests. If
the only reason that nesis with more
feathers have a shorter nestling phase is
because they are aftended by better
parents, then reducing the number of
feathers would produce no change in
chick growih rates. Conversely, if the
number of feathers did directly affect
growth and rates and fledgling periods,
then reducing the number of feathers
would slow down growth rates no matter
how much food the parents brought in.

A control group and a removal group
were set up. Both groups were as
identical as possible 10 sach other in all
aspects of their breeding biologies, ie.,
same number of yearly females, same
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mean egyg and cluich sizes, and equal
numbers of early and late-nesting pairs.

Nests were visited sach day beginning
with the day after the last egg was laid.
Feathers were counted in both nests, and
removed in "removal’ nests. Interestingly,
it was observed that most swallows start
placing feathers as soon as the bulk of
the grass nest is complete. By the time
the first egg is laid, a nest usually
contains about five feathers. More feathers
are added throughout the remainder of
egg-laying and incubation, but relatively
few are added afier the chicks hatch.

Before the data were analyzed, all nests
that had inattentive fathers {fathers that
could not be captured in a nest because
they did nct bring food in to the young)
were eliminated from the data base.

Nestling weight, wing length, and leg
length of the chicks at 12 days of age in
both groups were compared and the
results were clear: chicks in the feather-
removal group had significantly shorter
wings and legs and weighed iess than
chicks in the control group. Thesse
observations show that feathers in the
nest lining have a significant effect on
chick deveiopment.

The next question Dr. Winkler attempted
to answer was exactly why feathers had
such a significant effect on chick growth.
The most obvious answer was that they
provide increased insulation. Feathers are
inserted in the nest cup with their shafls
pointed down and the broad vanes
projected up and over the brood in the
nest cup. In a well-feathered nest, the
young are sheltered by a uniform canopy
of feathers, reducing the rate of nest
cooling considerably. By expending less
energy to maintain their body heat, they
devote more energy to growth.

Dr. Winkler's experiment showed that
feather removal did not affect chick
survival rates, although conditions during
the vyear that the experiment was
conducted were favorable. The presence
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Stay

Stay here little bluebird
spend the winter with me.
If you go down south,
I'll miss you--can't you see?

I've enjoyed your presence
more than you know.
But I've got some pictures
that 'm proud to show.

But really you might be
more comfonable down there.
And your beauty and charm
maybe someone else can share.

The winters 'round here
sometimes get cold.
And the wind does blow

likes never been told.

So if you must go away
and leave me alone.

I'll watch for your return
when winter is gone.

--Dorothy Hall

(BOOSTERS--Continued from inside back cover)

John W. Skocglund

Dr. & Mrs. Lester Stephens
Pat A. Stevens

Dick & Linda Taylor
Richard F. Taylor

Thomas A Temnple, Jr.
Terra Sludios

Ruth C. Tevis

Cheryl Smith Tclley
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Barlon J. Walrath

Susan F.C. Weil

Nancy L. Weiss, M.D.
Robert H. Williams
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William Woodworth
Jeannie Wright

Nestling
Raymend Arend:
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W.J. Barton Family
Dorothy Battle

Dr. & Mrs. Michael Chistero
Thomas Connaughton
Alan & Janet Curry Family
Daisy Hill Farm

Mike Dallon

Edward & Helen DePaoli
Dr. Dennis Dukes

Luette S. Eaton Family
Mr. & Mrs, Jehn H. Eddy
T.J. Freeman Family
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George F. Gurda

Teny & Sue Haight

Linda G. Handling
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Sandy Karling Family
Dr. & Mrs. Gerald Kauffman

Ms. Beverly A. Kimball Family

Elfrieda Loewen

Thomas C. Matsko Family
Carol J. McDaniel

Conna S. McDowell Family
William Frank McMakin Family
Gloria Miller

Sue Holly Newman Family
Ohio Bluebird Society

Sue Pairsh Family

Mary Price

Steven C. Rathjen

Giselheid Regner Family

Mr. & Mrs. Ken Richardson
Lois M. Roberts, M.D.

Carclyn Schwab

R. David Shiels Family
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death of birds and bats trapped in
uncovered stacks of  production
egquipment and on proposed
recommendations to halt this phenomena.
As a result of more recent
correspendence from PETA, we will be
sending additional information to our
members regarding this matter, including
a copy of your July 13 tetter.

We thank you for bringing this matter to
our attention so that we, in turn, can bring
this information to the attention of our
members.

Sinceraly,

Charles J. DiBona, President
American Petroleum institute
1220 L Strest, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20005

Dear Editor:

For several years we have cbserved
and tried to combat starlings, House
Sparrows, and other aggressive birds that
harass our bluebirds. My mother
recommended placing one or more garlic
cloves in a bluebird box as she said it
would cause the sparrows to avoid the
nesting site. We decided 1o experiment
with the idea and observed the following
results:

Box 1: Placed 1 tablespoon of crushed

garlic in oil purchased at a grocery

store in nest box. Result: Both House

Sparrows and bluebirds avoided the

nest box.

Box 2: 1 clove of fresh garlic was

placed in the box with the outer skin

intact. The garfic bulb was broken into
individual cloves and one was selected.

Result: The House Sparows left the

nest site alone. The female bluabird

placed her nest on top of the bulb and
proceeded to hatch a family of five with
three known survivors.

We promptly cleaned the box and did

not replace any garlic. The sparrows

occupied it the following day.

We cleaned another box that had a
snake-proof guard and placed one garlic
clove in it. Once again the bluabird
inspected the box and promptly started
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her nest. She hatched four which are
nearly ready to fledge. The sparrows
ignored the box.

To also assist the bluebirds, we placed
two aluminum pie tins wired together
loosely in a tree close to the bluebird box,
about 10 feet away. This keeps the crows,
starlings, and grackles away. We also put
a one quart potting container weightad
with rocks and dirt on the top of the
bluebird box. In the pot we placed a
cactus. The container is small encugh so
that the bluebirds can still land on the roof
of the box but it keeps the other birds,
especially starlings, away.

We hope other readers will experiment
with these ideas. They seem to work for
us,

Helen J. Williams
13704 Turkey Foot Rd.
North Potomac, MD 20878

Dear Editor:

Going north on Saturday, May 28,
1994, | heard on the radio that snow was
falling in the Barrie-Orillia area. The
bluebird results you read about in my
reports are a direct effect of the bad
weather we have been having ever since
Mount Pinatubo erupted in June of 1992.
I normally run 25% occupancy but ran
only 16% in my best areas, The frost did
50 much damage that | am now at 8%.

These results are dismal. | have some
insulated boxes made with a box inside a
box, but no bluebirds used them this
season.

Leo A. Smith

55 Memorial Dr.
Brantford, Ontario
Canada N3R 552

At the time of publication

Executive  Director  Mary
Janetatos was recovering
from severe injuries

sustained in an autemobile
accident. She hopes to
resume "Bluebird Tales" in
the next jssue.
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Charlotte Jernigan
Clark W. Hart

Katrina Renouf

Mrs. Irene S. Frantz
John H. Rogers
Barbara L. Matiock
Lawrence Zeleny

Dr. Eugene Majerowicz
Lillian Lund Files
Stan Bleszinski

Laura Nielsen

Keith Kridler

Fred A. Huntress, Jr.
Gerald Edward Martin
Dr. Bill Keyes
Thomas J. O'Neil
Elizabeth Crispin

Dr. Robert F. Giddings
Haskell A. Duncan
T.L. Sanderson, M.D.
Mrs. William G. Lehr

Mountain Bluebird

Donna R. Hagerman

Western Bluebird
Randy & Laura Jertberg Family
Eastern Bluebird

Sarkis Acopian

Terry Andrews

Susan April

Bella Vista Bluebird Society
Gary Black, Jr.

Warwick P. Bonsal, Jr.

M. Esther Bower

Sarah S. Braunwell

Libby & Donald Briggs
Coburn Britton

William J. Broussard, M.D.
Lylia Bryant

Edith F, Camp

Hank & Joyce Coleman
Robert M. Collins

Willard Duckett

Dot Duncan

Mrs. Paul J. Eakin

Peter & Theresa Elmendorf
Dr. & Mrs. Robert Fry

Pat Givens

George N. Grant

Miss Georgia Hariton

Mr. & Mrs. George Harmon
Don Harwood

Mrs. R.L. Ireland, 1l
Pamela Isdell

Kenneth W. Jacobs, Jr.
Arthur Jeffries

Larry & Betty Jernigan

BLUEBIRD BOOSTERS

Edwin Joseph

Pauline R. Kasserman

Mrs. Austin Kiplinger
Leland D. Krape

Joan Lane

Aletha J. Lindstrom

Mrs. F. Leslie Long

Ms. Felicia Lovelett

Lay MacNeil

Richard McGovern

Bruce McNaughton

Brian Miller

Maxine Montgomery

Royai M. Montgomery, M.D.
Doris Mucha

New York Bluebird Society
David B. Oliver, 1l

C.W.E. Paine

Roger Peloguin

Antonio J. Quezon

Patricia & Craig Rauber
Pat Reber

Brenda Rewalt

Rosemary Z. Rittler

Marvin & Mary Rubin
Wilson-Hebron Ford Ruritan
John S. Schier

Dr. & Mrs. C.H. Schlauderaff
Gretchen N. Schwartz
Yvonne Shore

Shreveport Bird Study Group
Susan L. Sloan

Dr. Harold P. Smith

Mr. & Mrs. W.L. Sullivan, Il
Leo F. Terzia, Jr,

Chris Thoma

Isabelle & Stan Thomas
Tom & Melanie Thompson
Shirley VanProvien

Sue Wells

Dr. Robert D. & Beverly Williams Family

Michael Owen Willson
Fledgling

John F. Adams, Jr.
Lea & Harry Alien
David Alpert, M.D.
John F. Anderson
Craig Andresen
Augusta Bird Club
Brenda, Baldwin
Ted & Carol Barnett
Nancy Baron

H.J. Blair

Judy Bland

Beaver Dam Senior Center
George Boos
Robert J. Brown
Edward R. Bucklin
Joe H. Capley
Eclesia J. Cestone
Chemical Bank
Walter Cly

Mary L. Contakos

Adrianne Ryder Cook

G.R. Cook

W.A. Crow

Kristine Crutch

Mr. & Mrs. Robert Dennis

Mrs. Diane T. Desibour

Mr. & Mrs. Malcolm Dorber

William Duckett

Wendell Edgar

Stephen G. Evseeff

M. Falchi

Susan A. Fisher Family

Jacqueling S. Fonticella

The Forest Garden Club

Dee & Odell Friar

Linda R. Gilchrist

The Ross Grange

Gail Hall

Betty Harmon Family

Gerald L. Hartley

David W. Heidenreich

Dana L. Heisey

Hombre Golf Club

James R. Hood Family

Charles & Jan Huthmacher

Barbara R. Irwin

Mrs. R.N. Jespersen

Ron E. Kingston

Susan J. Konieczny

Cathryn H. Kurtagh

George Laracona

Dorothy A. Lamoureux

Joan Lane

Kenneth G. Lehnert

Mrs. Marty V. Leonard

William Logan

Jacqueline McCarter

Conn M. McConnell

D.M. McElroy

Thomas H. Meyer

Dr. Peter C. Morrison

Leland M. Moss

Kenneth M. Nagler

P.P. Olson

Martha & Lou Pacilio

Victor Pastor

Stephen Pelesky

Mr. & Mrs. Warren Pratt

S.J. Purtell

Trish Quintenz

Mark & Jean Raabe

Catherine Reno

Roger E. Roberts

Jacqueline Russell

Ernest R. Ruterman

Todd Ryker

Fred Sahl

Cynthia L. Saltzman

Marjorie S. Samples

Chester G. Schmidt

Robert A. Schoentag, M.D.

Doug & Gretchen C. Scott

William E. Sefler

Betty Shaull

Dean E. Sheldon
(Continued on page 37)
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