


Male Rufous

When we talk about
hummingbirds that migrate to the
Robson Valley, the Rufous are the
King and Queen of our area. The
Rufous hummingbird has been
described as cheeky, aggressive,
demanding, promiscuous and a
clown, yet it weighs in at an
average of 3 grams; or about the
weight of a Canadian penny.
There are other hummingbirds

that come to our area like the Calliope, but they are few and far

between.

.. it weighs in at an average of 3 grams; or about the weight of a

Canadian penny.

The Robson Valley (RV) lies between the Rocky Mountain and Cariboo

Mountain ranges. This geographical formation, called the Rocky

Mountain Trench, funnels thousands of birds through the area as they

travel through the province toward Alaska and the British Columbia

interior.



For many years | have been a certified bander of hummingbirds in the
Robson Valley. It began one day when | was catching and releasing the
fourth hummer that was trapped on our porch. A thought bubble
formed over my head; it would be easy to put a band on one of these
birds to see where it goes! Well,
that was the start. At that time
birders in the south were looking
for someone to count hummers at
northern feeders so they could
assess how many were coming to
the valley. That led me to author J.
Cam Finlay (A Bird-Finding Guide to

Canada); he was looking for
someone to band birds, so |
volunteered. How hard could it be, right?

Soon Cam showed up for my training. It didn’t take long: 50 birds in just
two days and | was a certified bander. To eliminate stress on the bird,
Cam was adamant that | catch, band and release the bird in under three
minutes. The hardest part was recording the required information:
weight, wing length, column length (beak), gender and approximate age
(by counting the females’ gorget feathers). For several years, | banded
these hummingbirds, averaging two hundred over the summer season.
What follows is a series of Frequently Asked Questions about
hummingbirds, and my answers from years banding these interesting
little birds.



FAQs

Q. | see two different colours of
hummingbirds in the Robson
Valley. What are they?

A. Most likely they are male and
female Rufous hummingbirds.
Males are colourful with a
red/orange gorget (chest and
neck). The females have a white
chest and neck with green backs.
The Calliope is another species
that we find in the valley. It looks
very similar to a female Rufous
but is much more elusive.

Q. As a visitor to the RV how can | get some pictures of them?

A. If you see a busy feeder, and the owner gives you permission, you
can get very close to them for pictures. Any movement will distract the
birds so be very still — the less movement, the closer you can get. When
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the hummingbirds first arrive in
the Robson Valley, they are
hungry. | have had visitors hold
a small red cup of sugar water
and they will feed right in front
of them. Note: there has never
been a person struck in the eye
by a hummingbird bill!



Q. How much does a hummingbird eat in a day?
A. A hummingbird must
consume approximately 1/2 its
body weight in sugar water
daily, in addition to insects.
One cup of sugar water will
feed 30 to 50 birds per day and
is a good way to estimate how
many birds are at your feeder.
At peak times we feed
approximately 30 cups a day;
that’s about 900 birds!

Q. Do hummingbirds use their beaks like straws to drink nectar?

A. No, they don’t. It's more complicated than that! Their long thin
tongues do the work. They lick the nectar up like a dog licks water. This
is the short version.

Q. Do hummingbirds catch a ride on the geese going south?

A. What, WHAT? No, they don’t! There has never been a hunter who
shot a goose and found a hummingbird hiding in its wings! Believe it or
not, I’'m still asked this question. It is a result of the urban legends and
myths that surround this amazing little creature. Hopefully, our
research on migration and behavior will set the record straight.
Hummingbirds leave our valley in early August; geese, on the other
hand, leave in late September-October. Hummingbirds would be frozen
popsicles by then!



Q. How do | make the mixture in the feeders?

A. The recipe is very simple: four parts water, one part sugar. This
mixture closely mimics the nectar of flowers in our area. Do not use
honey, additives or dyes. Although there is no evidence that red dye
hurts the birds, it is simply an unnecessary ingredient. It is not necessary
to boil the water if the feeder is active and you use good Robson Valley
water! If the water contains chlorine you should boil or filter it first. The
only danger to watch for is mould forming in the feeder; this can kill or
make the hummingbirds sick. Keep the feeder clean! A clean feeder
protects bird health and deters unwanted diners like wasps and ants.

Q. How can | attract hummingbirds if | don’t have or want a feeder?
A. You can attract and  help
hummingbirds that come to the Robson
Valley by planting brightly coloured
tubular flowers like petunias, columbine,
lupine, delphinium, lilacs and lilies. They
like the colour red, but any of the flowers
grown here, plus all of the wildflowers
that grow naturally here in the valley, will
attract them. We have lots of the Garden
Catchfly flowers, aptly named as they
catch insects on their sticky stems. They
grow very thick and the hummingbirds
get in them and sometimes get caught. Twice, Bonnie has freed stuck
hummingbirds from their grip. They are not recommended unless you
spend lots of time in the garden!




Q. Do hummingbirds live on just sugar water and nectar?
A. Absolutely not! They are carnivorous, eating lots of bugs for protein.
They are some of the best mosquito catchers in the Robson Valley.

Q. When do hummingbirds show up and when do they leave the
Robson Valley?

A. We expect to see the first male
hummingbirds around the last week
in April, as they almost always come
first. A week later, some of the
females will arrive. From then on, it’s
a mad scramble for people in the
valley to get their feeders out to
watch the show. In May, after the
males have mated, they will make their way back to south-east Mexico.
In June, we can expect to see females emerging from their nests with
two hungry kids. Together, the females and offspring will leave the
valley in July and the early part of August.

Q. How many eggs does a nest have and how can | see one?

A. A hummingbird nest will contain two eggs each about the size of a
Tic Tac candy. The nests are very hard to find. Most often they are
discovered near water or hanging on a branch over a creek.



Q. Why do the gorget feathers of the male look black sometimes?

' ™ A.The male will use his brilliant feathers
and the sunlight to his full advantage,
mostly in the attempt to find a mate.
The feathers can appear dull black, then
flash to glimmering iridescent as he

puffs and ruffles his feathers up to show
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off or to guard his feeder.

Q. Will the same hummingbirds return to my feeder next year?

A. As a bander, | can say: absolutely they will! Of the 200 plus bands per
summer, | would get a return of 20 to 30 of the previous year’s banded
birds. | had one male Rufous return for five years — hard to imagine a
tiny bird making that long trip two times a year for five years! Many
local folks have told me that if their feeders were not out when the
hummingbirds returned, they would see the hummers looking in the
window wondering: what the heck, where’s the food?!

Q. | have a male Rufous that guards the feeder and chases all the
others away. What can | do?

A. This is a common problem which is easily solved. This typically
happens when there are just a few birds. Since the bird thinks the
feeder is theirs alone, just put up another feeder. If you wait until
another wave of birds comes in, the guard bird will be overwhelmed
and won’t be able to keep up his behaviour.



Q. How would another bander know it was you who banded a bird?
A. Each band has five
numbers and one letter. At
the beginning of the season
each bander is assigned a
page of metal bands from
the Canadian  Wildlife
office. When the banded
bird is caught, agents can
see which bander had that
number.

Q. Why would you band a hummingbird?

A. For me, it was to try and establish migratory paths of the
hummingbirds. Two of my hummingbirds were recaptured in west
Texas and another one in Foley, Alabama. Another reason was to
determine how long they live. Because of banding, we now have
identified a Rufous that is 8 years old. Who knew?!

Q. How do you know that our Rufous hummingbirds winter in Mexico?
A. | took part in a study where | harvested a single feather from twenty
young Rufous hummingbirds in the Robson Valley. The study revealed
that a trace element was detected on the samples that is only found in
south-east Mexico.



Q. How far do hummingbirds go on their migration north? N )
A. The Rufous is the longest migratory hummingbird. When the Rufous
hummingbird leaves Mexico it can end up in Alaska! My Rufous bird
went from Dunster, BC, to Foley, Alabama, a distance of 3,000 km or
1,888 miles. This was a straight-line measured distance, but we now
know that they travel in a curve along the coast after leaving Mexico;

then spread out into the interior of the US and Canada. When the first
Rufous arrive in the Robson Valley, others have already reached Alaska

via the coast. You can follow their path this spring by going to “Rufous
Hummingbird Migratory map” online.

Q. How do you catch them?

A. A device called a Hall trap
is placed around the feeder;
its netting held up by fishing
wire. When the hummer
comes in to eat, the bander
drops the line and the net
falls around the feeder like
a curtain. From this point,
the bander works quickly to

secure the bird in a tiny felt
jacket. Confining the bird will limit injury and movement while the
bander takes and records its measurements. Afterwards, the bird is
released.
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Q. Is it true that hummingbirds are declining in numbers?
A. | have read and heard the same thing. The
Rufous hummingbirds that make the 4,000
km trip from south-east Mexico to the
Robson Valley face many challenges, too : 5\\
numerous to mention here, but from \; 2
observing the numbers we get in the Robson Mﬁ
Valley | would say we are in good shape with ko
no decline in Rufous numbers.

Q. What is the greatest threat to the Rufus Hummingbird in the RV?
A. The biggest threat is probably well-meaning folks who don’t keep the
sugar mixture fresh or their feeders clean. If mould or bacteria forms in
the feeder it can make the hummers sick or even kill them. Likewise,
sugar water can begin to ferment if left in direct sun for too long. Check
every time you fill a feeder and see if there is any mould. When you
purchase a feeder, note how easy it is to take apart. A complicated
design will be hard to clean out and bacteria will form more easily. A
clear glass feeder will make it easier to spot any mould growth. Clean
with hot water and a bottle brush. Never use soap, bleach or harsh
chemicals. Avoid the dishwasher, as it can leave residue. Hang a feeder
high enough so cats can’t reach the hummers. When the birds fly to a
food source, they drop down then up to the feeder. That movement is
dangerous if there are cats around!
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Q. Have we hurt the hummingbird numbers by feeding them?

A. No, we haven’t at all. | believe it’s just the opposite! Here in the
Robson Valley, through the years, there have been more and more
feeders put up, and the result is that there are more and more
hummingbirds! The hummingbirds were here before feeders, existing
on just wildflowers. Now they have exotic flowers in gardens and full
feeders, which supplement their food options and ensure that they
continue their migration through the Robson Valley. Feeders also help
the hummingbirds bulk up from 2.5 grams to 3.4 grams for migration in
the fall. We are privileged to have this tough little bird come such a
great distance to the Valley. How tough? One summer, a friend was
visiting at our home when she noticed that there was something wrong
with a female bird. There was
something stuck on her beak. She
was in trouble; a blueberry was
stuck on her column! It was so dried
on that she could hardly open her
beak. The bird couldn’t catch
insects but could still feed on
flowers and at the feeder. She was
in good health but in need of
immediate assistance. | went out
and got the Hall trap (the only one |
have ever used), put it up and
caught her. | held her while my wife pulled the dried berry off. It was
hard to loosen at first but soon it was free! The bird gave a loud beep
and flew away. Yes, they are a tough little bird!
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It all starts in South-East Mexico...

After tending her two kids all winter, the female hummingbird is sick of the lazy
male and sends him off to start the long journey to the Robson Valley in BC. He
arrives and begins peeping in peoples’ windows, demanding that they put the
feeders out. The males start guarding, fighting and chasing each other around
the feeder, flashing their red throats to establish their territory until the females
arrive. When they do so, the females soon take over at the feeders. Still trying
to impress potential mates, the male starts doing the hummer dance: a daring
dive, moving almost 400 body lengths per second and reaching 9 to 10g, (the
same as a fighter pilot), he pulls up just a few feet from the ground. At the end
of the dive, he lets out a loud chirp and then a lot of chittering and chattering to
say, look what I just did, ladies! The next trick is seldom seen by feeder watchers;
the male hovers near the ground, oscillating back and forth several times, then
he flies off. If you are patient for a minute you will see the female fly out. There
is no contact between them. Is she hiding? Has a
headache? Doesn’t like this male Casanova? After /@;{

all, the male is a promiscuous playboy: he does not
mate for life, like many of his feathered friends, but
will mate with many. And did | mention they are
very much like that loudmouth friend; aggressive,
obnoxious, macho and lazy? They do nothing to
help the poor female: she makes the nest, lays the
eggs, sits until they hatch and feeds the two young
until they can fly. Even watching this is way too

. | AM NOT FLYING SOUTH WITH
much work for the males, so they decide to leave YOU, HAROLD, IF YOU INSIST ON

WEARING THAT STUPID HAT!"

halfway through our summer. Where do they go?
This is not known for sure. Some people say they go to the high meadows. | have
a theory that they just head back down to south-east Mexico as fast as possible
where they enjoy some fun in the sun; eating, drinking cactus flower juice,
fighting, playing cards and waiting for the wives and kids to arrive in the fall!
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How Our Interest in Hummingbirds Began

Bonnie and | and our three young children moved to Dunster in 1972 to
help her father on the family farm. When we saw a hummingbird, all
work would stop as we watched them. After a few years we put up a
feeder and we saw more hummingbirds. Our interest was piqued; we
had to find out more about these creatures. Bonnie wrote a letter to
the bird experts at Cornell
University. We received a nice letter
back, along with an outdated study
that was done in 1932. It was older
than me! Information on these
hummingbirds was scarce; they had
just not been studied that much,
despite all the interest in them. ‘
Through banding, citizen scientists, e N o i
and dedicated individuals with : - &k
Authgr€artis Culp
feeders, so much has been learned Bt M
and it's not over yet! When we
arrived at the farm in 1972, Bonnie’s father — Floyd Caywood — told us
his thoughts on farming, which we have adhered to all these years;

It’s a poor farmer who can’t share their crop with wildlife!

If you would like more information or have further questions, please contact
Curtis directly;

Phone: (250) 968-4309

Email: bonita.curtis@gmail.com
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Notes

Fun facts;
& A group of hummingbirds is called a ‘charm’.

& Like a knight in shining armour! The word ‘gorget’ comes from medieval
times when knights wore a metal plate to protect their necks.
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