Bird Brain


Is television killing our brain cells one sitcom at a time? Some would argue it is unnatural for people to sit motionless in their living rooms for hours on end staring at a box with changing pictures. Then again, I don’t think that vacant staring is a new behavior for human beings. As long as there have been campfires, there have been people sitting around campfires staring at the flames and thinking about nothing in particular. Somehow those flickering fingers of light wrap themselves around our brains and hold us in a state of hypnosis. The same is true of water. Whether it’s ocean waves crashing again and again against the same stretch of sand, or ripples lapping gently against a lakeshore, these simple movements captivate our attention for amazingly long stretches of time. 



For me, watching birds provides many of the same meditative qualities as staring at a campfire or at waves beating against a beach. True, a birding expedition can be a physically and intellectually stimulating event, but to sit quietly and watch finches, woodpeckers and chickadees gather at a feeder outside your living room window is an altogether different activity. The birds flit about from one tree to the next, a nuthatch on a branch one minute, a cardinal the next. Every once and a while a dramatic event will occur; a squirrel dashes into the foray, sending seeds flying or a hawk swoops overhead, leaving everyone silent. There are also occasional appearances by colorful jewels less commonly seen, scarlet tanagers, indigo buntings and a host of migrating warblers. Often, though, I find myself watching a cluster of little brown birds hopping up and down and fluttering round and round, and I realize I’m thinking of nothing much at all. 


Beginning this year, the Washington Conservation District is engaging in a project with Audubon Minnesota, Great River Greening and several other local partners to help residents in the St. Croix Valley improve habitat for birds right in their own backyards. In the past 50 years, the populations of many migratory birds have dropped precipitously, and loss of habitat is the primary culprit. Along with woodland restoration projects at Afton State Park, Tanglewood Savanna (Marine, MN), and Standing Cedars Community Land Conservancy (Osceola, WI), an increase in backyard bird habitat will benefit fifteen bird species of “Greatest Conservation Need,” including cerulean and hooded warblers. 

Nearly all songbirds rely on insects and spiders for food during spring, summer and fall. Native plants provide additional food for the birds, as well as attracting the insects that birds need. Improving backyard bird habitat can be as simple as adding native trees, shrubs and flowers to existing woodlands and gardens. Bur oak and white oak attract 518 species of larval insects, otherwise known as a bird buffet. Smaller trees like serviceberry, redosier dogwood and nannyberry produce berries for birds to eat, as well as hosting over 100 species of larval insects. Even perennial wildflowers like aster, wild strawberry and goldenrod support around 100 species of larval insects each, in addition to attracting butterflies with their colorful blooms. 


Coincidentally, many of the native trees, shrubs and flowers that provide habitat for birds also help to keep the St. Croix River and nearby lakes clean. These plants capture large quantities of rain and melting snow before it causes erosion or runoff pollution. Their deep roots also help to stabilize crumbling river bluffs, stream banks and lakeshores, as well as breaking up compacted soil in residential yards. By yet another coincidence, the Washington Conservation District is now taking orders for their annual spring tree sale, which includes bundles of bare-root trees and shrubs, 25 for $32.50 (www.mnwcd.org for more information). Virtually every species in their sale is good for birds and lakes alike. Stay tuned for information about spring workshops to help people create better backyard bird habitat. Meanwhile, find a good seat in front of your living room window and spend a little meditative time just watching the birds.
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