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Backyard Bluebirds 
By Cathie Johnson
  This spring and summer my hus-
band, Ric, and I have been using the 
binoculars on our nightstand through-
out each day to monitor our new 
neighbors.  Before you consider call-
ing the Fitchburg police, you will be 
relieved to know that these pleasur-
able new neighbors live in a box on a 
pole in our backyard. 
  It all began over three years ago 
when our friend and active BRAW 
member, Gary Gaard, built and 
installed a bluebird box in our open 
suburban quarter acre yard. We have 
a corner lot on a busy Fitchburg 
(Madison suburb) street. The box is 
located about twenty-five yards from 
the street. 
  Much to our dismay, for the first 
two years we had no bluebird activ-
ity. This year, however, brought great 
success. In late April, the first bluebird 
pair appeared at the box. Then the 
excitement began. We watched them 
madly carry nesting material to the 
box.  After they completed that activ-
ity, they began to carefully guard the 
box. Whenever a sparrow ventured 
near the box, a swooping bluebird 
confronted it. In excitement, we 

proudly reported these exciting activi-
ties to Gary. 
  One rainy morning before 7:00 a.m., 
a car appeared in our driveway. Then 
we saw Gary in rain gear at the blue-
bird box scrutinizing the contents.  
Much to our delight, he carried the 
box to our porch, and we saw three 
chicks and two eggs.  He predicted 

the chicks would fledge in approxi-
mately ten days. About that time, our 
neighbor told us he had seen a “baby 
bluebird” in his yard.  Soon all three 
fledged, and Ric emptied the box. 
We lamented the end of our bluebird 
adventures for the year.
  The very next day, we couldn’t 
believe our eyes when we saw the 
pair beginning the same process 
again. Could it really be true?  Of 
course, we consulted Gary again. 
We left for a vacation, and when we 
returned there was a note from Gary 
telling us we had three more chicks 
in the box. How fortunate, we had 
our own bluebird midwife. Again the 
young bluebirds started fledging, and 
we were empty nesters one more time.
  This time when Ric emptied the box 
and returned to the yard, sparrows 
became interested in it.  Ric put the 
box in the garage for a day. When he 
returned the box to its original loca-
tion, the bluebird pair was back build-
ing a nest again within two days. We 
never dreamed they would grace us 
with three broods.  We are so grateful 
to be in a small way part of the blue-
bird restoration mission.  We thank 
Gary Gaard for making bluebirds a 
highlight of our 2009.

BLUEBIRDS –  
Through the Eye of 
an Eagle Scout
By Dylan Huber 
   To achieve the rank of Eagle Scout, 
a service project is required that 
involves at least six hours of volun-
teer work.  I am an Eagle Scout from 
Troop 117 in Kellner, Wisconsin.  I 
achieved my Eagle award in the fall 
of 2008 at the age of 15.
  When I first started thinking of 
what I could do for my service proj-
ect, I contacted the DNR to see if 
they had any ideas.  They gave me 
the name and number of bluebird 
expert, Dr. Kent Hall.  Dr. Hall had 
a project for me.  He suggested that 
I could construct twenty five blue-
bird houses and install them around 
my community, and then asked if 
I’d be willing to take on the task of 
monitoring the houses for an entire 

season.  My bluebird trail ended up 
being eight miles long with 27 boxes 
and even included one box by my 
house.
  In January, 2008, I lead the construc-
tion phase of the boxes with the help 
of my family and my troop.  Dr. Hall, 
my friend Dalton, and I set out to 
install the boxes on March 21, 2008.  
We got three boxes in, and we had to 
quit because a blizzard had started 

and the snow was blowing too hard 
and was too deep.  On April 20th we 
installed the rest of the boxes and 
checked the ones that were already 
in place.  On the 27th we monitored 
the boxes again and reinforced them 
by screwing the tops down better and 
caulking the sides.  Every week after 
that, I had to monitor and record what 
was in each individual box.  I would 
need to record if there was a nest in 

the box, what kind of birds built 
the nest, if there were any eggs, if 
any eggs had hatched, and how old 
the chicks were.  Then when I got 
home, I needed to record the total 
number of nests, eggs, and chicks 
there were for every different spe-
cies.  Dr. Hall helped me with the 
identification of what type of birds 
they were.  Our goal was to attract 
bluebirds, but we also got a lot of 
tree swallows and house wrens.  I 
hated checking the tree swallow 
nests because when you walked 
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Plexiglass Sparrow 
Reducer fails
By Gary Gaard
   “I’m accused of failing 1000 times. I 
don’t feel I’ve been wrong 1000 times 
– because now I know 1000 things that 
don’t work”.  — Thomas Edison
Introduction
  Last issue of Wisconsin Bluebird (Vol. 
24, No.2) I proposed a Plexiglass 
House Sparrow reducer at the 
entrance hole of wooden bluebird 
houses.  The House Sparrow use of 
wooden houses was not reduced to 
the point that this idea is worth pur-
suing.  It’s not totally the talon grip on 
one-fourth inch plastic that reduces 
use of PVC house by House Sparrows.
Why not trap and kill House 
Sparrows?
  Killing anything is never a long term 
solution, and no knowledge is gained.
Killing any bird is a task that many 
potential bluebird house monitors 
would be unable to do.  For them it 
would be unethical. The casual blue-
bird house owner may not have the 
necessary interest, time or skills.  
A better and more permanent solution 
is to understand the basic biology of 
the bluebird and sparrow, and then 
use this knowledge to fledge blue-
birds, discourage sparrows.  
Results: Plexi sparrow reducer house 
University of Wisconsin Golf Course.
One of the Plexi wooden houses 
I placed was at a location I could 
observe 3-4 times a week. The site was 
unsuccessful for bluebirds, 2003 and 
2004.
  A Tree Swallow claimed the site 
and had three eggs 5/15.  The Tree 
Swallow nest failed.  5/16 a male 
House Sparrow was noted setting on 
the house: the male House Sparrow 
sang his love song for a month and 
6/16 I destroyed 2 sparrow eggs and 
nest, and 6/22 I destroyed 2 sparrow 
eggs and nest.   6/23 the wooden 
house was removed and PVC was 
placed at the site.  The sparrow left, 
but the PVC house remains unused 
7/27.
  Here’s the kicker.  The Plexi wooden 
house was placed at a new site 6/23 
–excellent bluebird habitat selected on 
a south facing slope, sparse vegeta-
tion.  7/9 it had four bluebird eggs.  

7/27 four robust bluebird nestlings 
were in the house, predicted fledge 
8/2.
  Certainly there’s no scientific evi-
dence here. The sequence of events 
provides anecdotal and testimonial 
support for two arguments. It’s the 
habitat, not the house that attracts 
bluebirds. A male bluebird can and 
will defend an excellent bluebird nest-
ing site from House Sparrow takeover 
of the (proper) nest box.
  Can you reduce House Sparrows 
and fledge bluebirds if you use PVC 
houses?
  I’m routinely fledging bluebirds from 
high House Sparrow habitats.
  Part of the reason, I think, is the 
small inside capacity of the wooden 
houses I use. And I’m replacing some 
of the wooden houses with PVC 
houses.

Editor’s note: Several of us from the 
BRAW Board gave this idea a try and 
found similar results. Kent Hall, Leif 
Marking, Ellen Lafouge and myself tried 
it where House Sparrows were a nui-
sance. In most cases the sparrows accli-
mated to the plastic gizmo. Kent went 
a step further and used a plastic piece 
that covered the entire front of the NABS 
style boxes. In 10 of 12 boxes  it still 
didn’t stop sparrows from nesting. His 
conclusion, “Something inside the PVC 
nest box prevents sparrows from nesting 
in them”.
  You have to commend Gary for his 
“thinking outside the box” when it comes 
to dealing with House Sparrows. If we 
don’t try different ideas and put them 
to the test we won’t learn methods that 
improve conditions for bluebirds.
	

up to the bird’s box, they would start 
to dive bomb you.  At the end of the 
summer we figured out that if you 
took an umbrella with you when you 
went, you would feel a little safer and 
have more time to check the box.
   I learned more from my project than 
I would ever have imagined.  Thanks 
to Dr. Kent Hall, I learned a lot of 
cool facts about all different kinds of 
song birds and that monitoring boxes 
requires a lot of time, commitment 
and hard work.  My project ended 
up being a total of 101-1/2 volunteer 
hours.  Now when I see a bluebird, I 
have a new understanding of how it 
came to be.

Eagle Scout . . .
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