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As my garden transitions to hibernation mode, I transition 
from watching plants (and bees, butterflies, birds, etc.) to 
“serious” backyard bird watching.  I may be watching from 
inside, all warm and cozy, but feeding and watching the 
birds throughout the winter keeps me connected to my 
garden and nature.  It can also be very entertaining.  This 
fall has already provided some birds that don’t always visit 
my yard; red-breasted nuthatch passed through at the end 
of September, ruby crowned and golden crowned kinglets 
were a delight a few weeks ago as they migrated through.  
More recently were a pair (or more?) of yellow-rumped 
warblers which spent some time in the sumacs and trees 
around my house.  Pine siskins arrived October 8 and are still coming to the feeders. 
 
I keep a bird watching journal and I note birds that spend some time or just pass over my yard.  Working 
remotely from home earlier this year may have added to my total tally as breaks from the computer involved 
checking out what birds were out in the yard or at the feeders.  So far this year I have spotted 66 different 
species on my 1 acre piece of nature.  Going back in my notes 6 years, this is by far the most I have ever 
observed.  I usually break 50 species but not 60. 
 
I’ve also spent 20 plus years creating birdy habitat and planting native trees, shrubs and perennials.  Yes, I have 
“exotic” garden plants too but the last couple of years I have been trying to increase the diversity of native 
plants on my property.  I’ve also reduced the amount of lawn that I mow and I’m targeting invasive plants like 
garlic mustard and bush honeysuckle.  If you want birds to nest on your property you have to provide nesting 
areas and food for the babies, which means lots of caterpillars.  Reducing insecticide use is key and allowing 
plants to be chewed on by those caterpillars.  Picking native plants, like goldenrod, aster and helianthus will 
feed the caterpillars which feed the birds. 
 
Back to those visiting Pine Siskins.  2020 is turning out to be an irruption year for them.  Irruptions of these birds 
tend to happen when the food supply is scarce in the north.  Pine Siskins breed in the boreal forests of the 
northern U.S. and Canada.  They move a little south for the winter, but they may not come down to New York.  
In an irruption year, they travel farther south looking for food – seeds.  They love nyjer seed and will also eat 
other small seeds such as millet or hulled sunflower seeds.  They will occasionally eat suet.  If you have gold 
finches regularly at your feeder, take a closer look as the pine siskins will frequently hang out with them.  Pine 
siskins are streaky brown with touches of yellow on the wings and tail.  They also have a small, sharply pointed 
bill.  If you happen to be outside, one of their calls is an up-sweeping “zreeeeeeet.”  One way pine siskins 
combat the cold is to temporarily store seeds (totaling as much as 10 percent of their body mass) in a part of 
their esophagus called the crop.  When temperatures get cold, they can also ramp up their metabolic rates. 
 
Other unusual birds that may show up at your feeder in an irruption year include: Evening Grosbeaks, Common 
Redpolls, Purple Finches, and Red-breasted Nuthatches.  You can use Cornell University’s eBird observations to 
see where these winter birds have been sighted by local bird enthusiasts. 
 
 



If you want to attract these winter travelers to your yard, there are some things that you can do to make your 
feeding stations more attractive to them.  Finches and evening grosbeaks all love black oil sunflower seeds, so 
stock up.  Grosbeaks are large birds and prefer platform feeders to tube feeders.  Common redpolls and pine 
siskins will eat black oil sunflower seeds, but they love nyjer seed.  Make sure your nyjer seed is fresh.  It is an 
oily seed which makes it great for winter energy, but once it dries out birds will ignore it.  Don’t buy more than 
you’ll use in a month or two.  If your seed gets moldy in the feeder, clean it out and discard it.  Wash out 
feeders with a 10 percent bleach solution, rinse with clean water and let air dry.  Pine siskins and redpolls may 
come in large numbers so you may want to have an extra feeder on hand, just in case.  To attract red-breasted 
nuthatches, as well as a variety of woodpeckers and white-breasted nuthatches, put out a suet feeder. 
 
A good water source may also encourage a variety of birds to stop by in the winter.  Birds need fresh water in 
the winter too and will appreciate being able to get drink.  There are heated birdbaths available for sale as well 
as submersible heaters.  Look for one with a thermostat or one that will turn off if it’s empty.  Make sure your 
summer birdbath can withstand freezing temperatures if you plan to use it during the winter.  Plug your heater 
into a ground-fault interrupted circuit.  Periodically check outlets and cords to keep them free of ice and snow 
buildup.  Keep your birdbath full as the water will evaporate.  You will also need to clean your birdbath, just like 
you should during the summer.  Fresh, clean water keeps your yard birds healthy. 
 
If you enjoy backyard bird watching, consider participating in Project Feeder Watch.  The 2020-21 FeederWatch 
season begins soon - on November 14.  This citizen science effort lets backyard bird watchers share information 
about which birds visit their feeders between November and April.  Feeder Watch is a great family activity as it 
can help get children excited about watching and studying nature.  You can join at feederwatch.org. 
 
Start a bird journal for your yard and keep an eye out this winter for these amazing migrating birds.  You never 
know what might make an appearance. 
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