Introduction to Birds
Birds are the easiest wildlife to observe.  Whether you yard is in the city, the suburbs, way out in the country, birds are likely to be frequent visitors to your yard.
Birds are the only animals with feathers, but they share other attributes with many animals.  Birds lay eggs, and care for their young.   Most birds are toothless, but their beaks come in many different shapes and sizes, designed to help the bird crack seed, extract insects, pick fruit, suck nectar, or tear meat.  Birds are intelligent, and social.  Some birds make great pets, while others are best left in the wild.
Birds and humans have a long relationship.  Some birds, like turkeys, chickens and other fowl, have been domesticated and used for food.  Others have been captured and trained to hunt and fish, delivering their prey—sometimes reluctantly—to their human companions.  Still others are kept as caged birds.  Most birds, however are wild, and keep their distance, unless we feed them.  A few will come close enough to us to feed readily from our open hand.  This booklet will help you bring the birds closer.  As the old saying goes, “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.”  When studying birds, this is delightfully true.  If you follow the instructions here, and if you are very patient, you may gain the trust of several species of small perching birds.

At the end of this booklet you will find a list of living books about birds, as well as field guides for easy bird identification.  Happy birding!
Getting Started
If you have never set up a bird feeder or a bird bath in your yard, do so now.  First, determine where you’d like the birds to congregate.  Is there a large picture window overlooking some shrubs in your yard?  Perhaps you’ll want to watch birds every morning. Just outside the small kitchen window, near the breakfast table, will be a great place to hang your feeder.  Some feeders stick onto the window with suction cups.  These are just right for apartment dwellers.  Use a variety of seeds for a variety of birds.  The birds you hope to hand-feed eat sunflower and peanuts, so make sure you have these “on hand.”
  If you have a large enough space, consider a water garden.  Within two hours of finishing our water garden, a red-winged blackbird visited out yard—the first one ever! Even a small water feature will encourage birds to visit on hot days, or during times when water is scarce.  You will attract more birds this way than with seeds alone, and a small pond adds beauty to a small yard.  If digging and maintaining a pond seems like too much work, a simple bird bath will do the trick.  Providing a sanctuary for birds will ensure frequent visitors year round.
The Art of Hand-Feeding Birds 
I was in my first winter as a naturalist, working in a 1500 acre state park in New York.  As I hiked with another naturalist and 20 or so children, we noticed a chickadee following us, above in a tree.  The other naturalist, a seasoned professional, stopped, and pulled a small handful of sunflower seeds from his pocket.  He held his hand out, and to my astonishment, the bird flew calmly into his hand and took a seed.   As we watched, it flew to a nearby branch, cracked open the seed, ate it, and returned for another!   The naturalist smiled and we hiked on.  Later that afternoon, he showed me how he had tamed the birds.  
Setting up

There are many ways to set up a bird taming area, and you may experiment with the way that works best for you.  The method here reflects the needs of many homeschoolers—involving the whole family!  Start in the fall, when food becomes scarce.  The birds will be looking for food, and hunger will make them braver.
1. Choose a quiet area with plenty of brush or shrubs.
2. Create a “scarecrow” or “dummy” about the size of your child, and dress it in dull clothing.

3. Place old leather gloves where the hands belong.  

4. Set the dummy near the shrubs with a sunflower seed feeder nearby.

5. Once chickadees are visiting you feeder, remove the feeder and sprinkle seed on the dummy’s gloves.

6. Wait patiently.  Soon, the brave little birds will start landing and grabbing seeds quickly form the “hands” of your dummy.

Your Turn
This is the fun part.  Your child (or you) will now become the dummy!  To start, try this yourself, or have an older child take the place of the dummy.  It is very important that you remain perfectly still, even as the first birds land on your hands.  You may wear the gloves, or you may choose to go bare-handed.  Either way, a steady hand will ensure a calm visit from the bird.  Sit in the dummy’s spot, hold the seeds on your hand in the same position as the dummy, and keep still.  This may take some time.  The entire process may take up to two weeks, depending on the setting.  Birds will tame more easily in a rural area, while city dwellers are often more wary.  Be patient, but don’t spend too long outside in very cold weather.  If you must leave to warm up, replace yourself with the dummy.

Small perching birds have claws, but they are very gentle, and may tickle a bit but rarely scratch.  When a bird lands in your hand for the first time you will both be a bit startled!  Don’t let the bird know that you are as surprised as it is! 
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We never use mittens or knit gloves, because the little claws might get caught, frightening the bird.  Leather gloves, in a neutral color, or the bare hand, are best.  A steady hand is also necessary.  Remember, you are taking the place of the dummy.  The dummy never moved; the dummy was calm when the birds landed for a treat. Here’s your opportunity to be a dummy! 
The Bird in your Hand
The most likely taker of your hand offerings is the chickadee.  These bold and intelligent birds are frequent visitors to winter bird feeders, and will become very tame very quickly.  Other birds may be more reluctant, but often nuthatches, titmice and even some other birds will visit, if only for a closer look.  One year, a brown-headed cowbird landed on my daughter’s arm to see what was going on!  
Take a Close Look
Once the birds start landing regularly in your hand, you will have a better view of their characteristics.  Some people believe that birds are the closest relatives to the dinosaurs.  Can you see how they are similar?  How are they the different?  Take a look at the feet of the bird.  See the scales?  What other animals have scales?  Examine the beak.   How does it help the bird find food?  Do all birds have the same kind of beaks?  Birds are intelligent, with large brains and well developed senses of sight and hearing.  Most birds, however, have poor senses of smell and taste.  How would a bird use these traits to its advantage?  Taste a sunflower seed.  How would you describe its flavor?  What sense does a chickadee use to find food?  Offer several types of seed.  Which does each type of bird prefer?  You may refer to a seed chart (often found at pet stores) to confirm your findings.  And don’t forget to add your bird-visitors to your nature notebook!
Next Year
Most birds have fairly long lives, even in the wild.  Next year, the taming project will be even easier, since birds have good memories.  But do you have a good memory?  Can you tell one bird from another?  Can you tell one chickadee from another?  The individuals who come most quickly to your hand the next year have most likely been there before.  Their young, learning from example, may follow quickly.  There may be no need for a dummy next year!

Ornithology:  The Study of Birds

One chickadee looks much like another.  It’s a bit hard to tell the difference, unless there is a unique mark or pattern on certain individuals.   Once in a while, and individual will have a feather of a different color, or a missing tail.  In our yard, an English sparrow named “Stumpy” has been around for years.  Pigeons vary in color and pattern, but most other birds are so similar, that scientists must band them to tell one individual from another.  Check with your local university or college, and see if an ornithologist is banding birds.  If so, find out the species, and be on the lookout for banded individuals.  Banding birds helps the researcher track the birds as they flock, and as they return each year from migration.  You must be licensed to band birds, but anyone can track banded birds, and collect information.   You may add your observations to a scientific database by joining Project Feederwatch.
Nature Notes
Your nature note book is a great place to begin keeping a “life list” of birds you have encountered, and those you have and fed.  Try you hand at drawing the birds as you see them close up.  Add notes on personality, feeding frequency and favorite foods.  Passages from books on nature may also enhance your note book.  Happy birding!
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