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ESTRUILDING

n the material worl

; ; “It” turned out to be a robin’s
One of my F 8 nest, anchored in the fork of a
- i s .8 pine branch in our yard, holding
earliest hirding four boldly blue eggs within its
memories dates mud-and-grass walls. This was
Back so many the first of many bird nests I was
g to find on our property: we have
years that I had cardinals tucked away in the
not even sure bottommost branches of our front
how ofil | was. shrubs, starlings peeking out of an
4 abandoned woodpecker cavity in
Ail | can remei an old black cherry tree, and east-
ber is that my ern phoebes taking turns with barn
father had found swallows nesting on the exposed
something lightbulb in our garage.

[ have always been fascinated by
these finds, not just because of the
excitement of locating something
that is supposed to be hidden and
secret, or because these nests con-
Lain tiny, fragile shells that hold the
future of avian life. Rather, I think
the nests themselves are captivat-
ing—meticulous constructions in
hard-to-reach places, both sturdy
and cushioning, able to withstand
the elements, forged from materials
scavenged from who knows where,

special to show
me—so special |
I wasn'teven
aliowed to §
touch it.

Top: Adult
female Baltimore
oriole.

At right: Adult
male Baltimore
oriole at the
nest.
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and built by creatures that have
nothing more than a bill and a pair
of feet. In a word: impressive.

Every spring | see birds going

about the business of constructing
their nests: ospreys carrying sticks
to platforms in the middle of the
river, Carolina wrens collecting
leaves to bend into domes, starlings
carrying grasses into my neighbor’s
air vent. By now, I'm fairly used

to seeing these same foraging and
constructing activities, but it seems
as though I'm still seeing new
materials appear in the builders’
bills. To satisfy my curiosity about
what materials are used, and why, |
recently read up on the science (and
art) of nest construction.

As you might expect, avian
builders do not pick their supplies at
random; they are adapted to choose
some materials and to ignore oth-
ers. Because habitats will always
be variable, most species find a
range of materials acceptable, rather
than simply relying on one or two
must-haves. Building supplies can
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