Songbirds
in
Winter

by Bob Armstrong and Marge Hermans
from Southeast Alaska's Natural World

By December most song
birds commonly found in
Southeast Alaska have flown south.
Common redpolls
are known to burrow
under the snow at
night, where the
temperature is several
degrees warmer than at
the surface.

Yet a few species remain and, because they
often visit our backyards, they are sometimes
more easily seen in winter than in summer.
How do they cope with wind, cold, snow
and ice, limited hours of daylight, and shortages of food? Some eat different foods, or
change their behavior to suit the season.

Flocking up

Chestnut-backed chickadees gather
in flocks before winter. This allows them to
feed more efficiently and appears to serve
some social purpose, such as helping to find
and choose mates. Each flock establishes a
territory that it defends from other flocks,
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sometimes dominating feeders and food
sources within a 20-acre area. Within a flock,
there is a definite pecking order. Some mated
pairs are dominant over other pairs, and all
pairs are dominant over single birds.
Chickadees, which feed mostly on seeds,
insect larvae, and spiders, practice what is
called scatter hoarding. Rather than eating
food where they find it, they typically pick
up one seed or insect at a time, fly off with
it, and store it in one place—in a crack in the
bark of a tree, beneath dead leaves, among
lichens, in a knothole, and even within dirt
or snow. Scattering food this way hides it
from squirrels and otherbirds that could
quickly make off with a single large stash.
Researchers found that black-capped
chickadees, which are very closely related to

Southeast’s chestnut-backs, can remember
for up to 30 days where each seed has been
stored. In fact, the hippocampus, the part
of the brain associated with memory storage
and spatial learning, is proportionately larger
in chickadees than in birds that do not cache
food. Researchers also found that in chickadees, that part of the brain grows considerably larger in October, just before the birds
begin their winter scatter hoarding.
Within each chickadee flock dominant
birds get the best places to store seeds, just as
in spring dominant pairs get the best of the
limited nesting areas available. There are also
young, low-ranked birds called “floaters”
that move as individuals from one flock to
another. They rank below the regular flock
members, but if one of the partners of the
top two or three pairs in a flock dies, a floater
will pair with the survivor, providing it is
of the opposite sex. In this way, the floater
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becomes part of a dominant pair, gaining
better access to food and to breeding territory in the spring.
Other winter birds such as kinglets,
brown creepers, and nuthatches often travel
with chickadee flocks. They probably do this
partly to take advantage of the flock’s collective knowledge about where to find food
within a particular territory.
During cold weather, small birds like
chickadees have to eat every day to survive. One study showed that a chickadee
waking up on a winter morning could not
survive the day and the following night
without eating. At night members of the
flock roost together, usually amid dense
foliage or in tree cavities. Individuals may
lower their body temperature as much as
8 to 12 degrees Centigrade to save energy. (See “Chilling Out” later in this book.)

In winter chickadees
typically store food in
times of plenty and
retrieve it when food
becomes scarce.
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Songbirds that winter
in Southeast Alaska:
(Top left) Darkeyed junco, Oregon
subspecies
(Top right) Dark-eyed
junco, slate-colored
subspecies
(Lower left) Red
crossbill
(Lower right) Redbreasted nuthatch
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Going where the food is

production is poor, bird numbers decline
Several other species of seed-eating drastically, as the birds move elsewhere. Red
birds also winter in Southeast Alaska. Red and white-winged crossbills, for example,
and white-winged crossbills, pine siskins, and move back and forth across boreal forests
common redpolls are finches—sparrow-like from Alaska to Newfoundland, visiting
birds with short, conical beaks used to crack Southeast when cones and the seeds within
open seeds. All four of these are called ir- them are plentiful.
ruptive species because they travel quite widely
Red and white-winged crossbills,
in relation to cone crops, which generally which use their crisscross bills and long
follow “boom and bust” cycles over the tongues to extract seeds from between the
years. Each irruptive species specializes at bracts of cones, are like small, acrobatic
extracting seeds from certain cones such as parrots. Though they are difficult to identify
spruce, hemlock, birch, or alder. Wherever from a distance, they are often the birds
their associated tree cones are abundant, you can barely see flitting about in the tops
these species will be abundant. When cone of coniferous trees. Occasionally they will

come to feeders, the males with bright red
plumage, the females in feathered tones of
olive and gray.
Unlike most of our other birds, which
nest only in spring and early summer, crossbills may nest and raise young in winter.
They build their nests in the dense foliage of
spruce trees during January through April.
Both parents feed their young regurgitated
clumps of whole seed kernels that are covered with a viscous material.
To cope with Southeast’s short winter
days, crossbills may have to forage constantly for more than 90 percent of the daylight
hours. Unlike chickadees, they do not cache
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food, but they do have a kind of side pocket
in their esophagus that can store more than
one gram of seeds to be processed later.
Small brownish-streaked pine siskins
also travel in flocks around Southeast in
winter. Siskins have a touch of yellow on
their wings and at the base of their tail,
the color intensifying as the birds mature.
Although siskins often travel about in huge
winter flocks, they don’t seem to get along
well with one another. They seem to fight
and try to displace each other almost constantly, all the while uttering their scratchy
shick-shick calls interspersed with occasional
long, buzzy schhreeees.

Other songbirds that
winter in Southeast
Alaska:
(Top left) Pine siskin
(Top right) Common
redpoll
(Lower left) Pine
grosbeak
(Lower right)
Bohemian waxwing

not covered by snow. Winter flocks can also
be seen knocking seeds from the catkins
of willows and alders that extend above
the snow, then gathering them up from the
ground or snow below.
Some trees and shrubs in Southeast
hold their berries well into winter and may
be especially attractive to birds. In towns
and cities where European mountain ash
have been introduced, winter flocks of Bohemian waxwings and pine grosbeaks
may sweep through neighborhoods, gorging themselves and stripping the trees of
their bright red berries. These two species
are often amazingly tame. We suspect they
sometimes become a little inebriated from
eating the slightly fermented berries!

Steller’s jays are yearround residents in
Southeast and usually
begin nesting in early
spring.
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We have seen adult siskins feeding begging juveniles in early April, when snow still
covered the ground, so we suspect that, like
crossbills, siskins sometimes nest during
Southeast winters.
Common redpolls, other flocking
seed-eaters, are small brownish-streaked
birds with bright red caps, blackish chins,
and a pinkish wash on their breasts. Like
crossbills, redpolls have an outpocketing
in their esophagus in which they can store
seeds to be eaten later. This enables them
to gather food quickly in places where they
are exposed to cold weather and predators.
Then they fly to sheltered places where they
regurgitate, shell the seeds, and swallow
them at their leisure. Because of this special
adaptation, a redpoll can gather enough
food toward the end of a short winter day
to survive the long, cold night.
Redpolls are also known to burrow under the snow at night, where the temperature
is usually several degrees warmer than at
the surface.
In winter redpolls eat the seeds of
grasses, sedges, and weeds, if the plants are

Banking on spring

Perhaps the noisiest and most visible
winter birds in Southeast are Steller’s jays,
which often dominate backyard bird feeders
by their sheer size and boldness. Sometimes
unwelcome at feeders, they seem to have all
the cleverness and creativity of squirrels in
devising ways to get more than their share
of winter food.
Jays have a special throat pouch they can
use to store food. They then can carry off
extra food and cache it to be eaten later. This
allows them to nest earlier in spring than
most other Southeast birds: they can rely
on cached food and sometimes cached nest
materials to get a jump on the season.
Their sounds and calls make Steller’s jays
especially interesting. Only male jays give a
high, muted whistle, usually on one pitch,
while females make a mechanical-sounding
rattle. In late winter or early spring the male
courts the female with a “whisper song” that
is surprisingly musical, a medley of whistled
and gurgled notes interspersed with snapping or popping sounds run together.

Feeding
Birds

Putting out food is a great way to
lure birds close to your home so you can
watch them in winter. It’s good to put out
a variety of foods if you want to attract a
variety of birds.
Black oil sunflower seeds attract
chickadees, jays, and pine siskins. Standard
seed mixes are usually high in millet, which
will attract sparrows and jays. Suet, which
provides fat important to birds in very
cold weather, will likely attract chickadees,
woodpeckers, and nuthatches. Thistle is
expensive but is a favorite of wintering
pine siskins.
Some stores offer shelled sunflower
seeds, which sell for more per pound than
unshelled seeds, but in the long run they
may be less expensive because they’re all
food, and they won’t disappear as fast as
seeds with shells. They also dispense with
scrap piles of discarded shells around
feeder areas.

Watching Birds

Once birds start coming to your
feeder you will have the fun of watching
their antics and trying to identify different
species.This is a chance to learn about bird
behavior, too. Consider such questions
as:
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• How do different kinds of birds
approach the feeder? What foods do
different species prefer?
• What differences do you see in birds’
flight as they approach or leave? Where do
they approach from and then fly to?
• How do different kinds of birds grasp
food—with feet, beaks? Do they take one
seed or several before flying away? Do
they feed for long periods, or in brief,
interrupted moments?
• How do birds protect themselves
from predators while they’re eating? Do
some birds seem to serve as lookouts?
Do species differ in how close you can
approach them?

Rare Sightings

A high point of feeding birds is the
possibility of attracting a rare bird. Rare
birds sighted at Southeast Alaska feeders
have included a spotted towhee, a whitethroated sparrow, a mountain chickadee,
and a black-throated blue warbler, none of
which are normally found here.

Chestnut-backed
chickadees can be
extremely tame.
With patience you
can train them to
eat sunflower seeds
from your open
palm.

