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Once the blooms of summer are gone and the colorful leaves have 
fallen to the ground, do you lose interest in your garden?  Consider 
adding trees and shrubs to your landscape that not only add year 
round interest to your yard, but will also help feed the birds.  
Gardeners who create a diversified landscape can increase the 
number of bird species that visit their yard. 
 
Birds require food, water and shelter.  If they can find all three 

elements in your yard they are more likely to stick around rather than just fly by.  Trees and shrubs with 
fruit that persist throughout the winter are essential when other foods are scarce.  Such plants can be 
lifesavers for resident birds and as well as migrating birds.  If there is a specific bird that you would like to 
try to attract, research their food preferences and plant accordingly. 
 
Pagoda dogwood (Cornus alternifolia) also called alternate-leaf 
dogwood, is a small deciduous tree or it may grow as a large multi-
stemmed shrub.  It grows 15 to 25 feet tall and has distinctive tiered 
horizontal branches.  A native plant, it has small, fragr  nt, yellowish-
white flowers that bloom in late spring.  Bluish-black fruits mature in 
late summer.  The leaves turn burgundy-red in the fall.  It prefers 
moist, well drained soils and likes semi-shade, but will tolerate full 
sun.  Its fruit attracts at least 34 species of birds, including the downy 
woodpecker, cedar waxwing, eastern bluebird and the brown 
thrasher. 
 
Red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericeais) is a native shrub species with colorful red or yellow winter bark.  It 
may also be referred to as red twig dogwood.  Native to much of North America, it is commonly seen in 
wet areas or along stream banks.  It adapts to a variety of soils.  The red-osier dogwood grows 7 to 9 feet 
tall and will spread to around 10 feet at maturity.  As a landscape plant it is frequently used as a border, 
screen, or specimen plant.  In late spring tiny, fragrant, white flowers appear in flat-topped clusters.  White 
to pale blue fruit clusters mature from July through September.  Because of their high fat content, the fruit 
are an important food source and are frequently consumed by migrating birds.  The berries are eaten by at 
least 18 species of birds including wild turkey, cardinal, purple finch, white-throated sparrow, robin and 
gray catbird. 
 
Numerous named cultivars of the red-osier dogwood have been selected for red or yellow stems, 
variegated leaves and a more compact size.  The most brightly colored bark occurs on stems that are less 
than 3 years old.  To insure the bright color, you will have to prune out the oldest third of stems.  Cut them 
down to the base of the plant every year or two. 
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Staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina) is the largest of the North American sumacs, typically growing 15 to 25 feet 
tall.  Sumac is noted for its brilliant red and orange fall foliage and its clusters of hairy red fruit that persist 
throughout winter.  It prefers full sun to part shade and is easily grown in average, dry to medium 
moisture, well-drained soils.  It will not grow in poorly drained soils.  Sumac is not suitable for small yards 
as it can spread 3 feet a year and easily take over a garden.  But if you have a large, dry area where it can 
naturalize, the birds will appreciate it fuzzy berries in late winter.  At least 21 species eat the fruit including 
robins, bluebirds, cardinals, chickadees, northern mockingbirds, ring-necked pheasants and pileated 
woodpeckers. 

 
American elderberry (Sambucus canadensis) is a deciduous shrub that 
can form dense thickets.  It prefers fertile, moist, humusy soils and 
needs full sun.  In the garden it may have an unkempt appearance as its 
multi-stemmed growth has a loose, open habit.  In the landscape it can 
be used as a shrub border or in a naturalized area  where it can freely 
sucker and spread.  From early to late summer the large, white flower 
clusters bloom.  The dark purple fruits ripen in early fall.  You’ll have to 
beat the birds to the fruit if you want to make a pie.  At least 33 species 
of birds eat the berries, including red-bellied woodpecker, bluebird, 
cardinal and robin. 

 
American mountain ash (Sorbus americana) has something to offer the garden every season, from white, 
showy spring flowers, to clusters of orange berries and fall foliage color.  It grows to a height of 10 to 30 
feet and gets to be about 15 wide.  It will grow in a variety of soils and needs a minimum of four hours of 
direct sunlight every day.  The bright-red berries can last throughout the winter and provide food for a 
variety of birds including cedar waxwings, bluebirds, evening grosbeaks, catbirds and robins. 
 
The Eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana), is often used as an ornamental because of its evergreen 
foliage.  A slow growing native tree, it will reach a height of 40 to 50 feet and a spread of 8 to 20 feet at 
maturity.  This tree tolerates heat, wind and salt which makes it valuable to use near roads and driveways.  
Many cultivars suitable to the landscape have been chosen for their form (spreading, dwarf, columnar) and 
foliage color.  Female trees produce blue, round berry-like cones that ripen in fall and persist throughout 
the winter.  At least 54 birds are known to eat the fruit including cedar waxwing, gray catbird, northern 
mockingbird and bluebirds. 
 
Planting a variety of fruiting shrubs and trees in your yard will attract birds all year long.  Mix them 
together to make a hedgerow to offer food plus shelter.  Landscaping even a part of your yard to be more 
bird friendly, will help you to attract a wider variety of birds. 
 
Resources for this article include:  “The Bird Garden” by Stephen Kress, University of Wisconsin, Missouri 
Botanical Garden, University of Minnesota, USDA NRCS, Arbor Day Foundation and “Native Plants of the 
Northeast” by Donald Leopold.  
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