This hummingbird is feeding on salmon colored
salvia coccinea. It maybe eating ants for necessary
protein, since the plant attracts ants that are likely
pollinators. All photos by author.

More Buzz on the Hummer

Our columnist advises about deeding the ruby-
throated hummingbird, both at the feeder and with
native pollinator plants.

By J. Morton Galetto, CU Maurice River

In last week’s column, I set out to
teach you something about
hummingbirds that you didn't

already know. This week, I endeavor to
do the same, as there are lots of
interesting facets to this tiny bird.



Hummingbirds are one of the few birds
that I feed. If you do that you should
also provide natural sources of nectar. I
have two robust clusters of coral
honeysuckle (lonicera sempervirens)
that the hummingbirds love. Don’t plant
Japanese honeysuckle; it is an exotic
invasive species and will out-compete
more beneficial native plants.

When the honeysuckle is in bloom, I
get emails and phone calls from people
asking, "Where are my hummingbirds?”
The reply is, “They are likely taking
advantage of Japanese honeysuckle.”
Although they are attracted to red or
orange blossoms, the sweet nectar of
the yellow and white Japanese
honeysuckle is irresistible. But again:
never introduce the exotic Japanese
variety, and instead plant the orange
coral native.

Rubys are also fond of monarda
fistulosa (bee balm/bergamot); there
are a lot of hybrid varieties. I would
suggest spending time on the
“wildflower.org” site to investigate
which are truly native. Monarda is a
perennial, a member of the mint family,
SO you can enjoy its showy firework-
shaped blooms for years to come.
Monarda fistulosa is said to have been
used to make the Earl Grey tea that



was burned at the 1774 Greenwich, NJ
tea party.

This is the native monarda fistulosa very popular
with hummingbirds as well. In the author’s garden it
blooms a bit later than the hybirds.

I like to purchase an annual called
salvia coccinea, commonly called
“ladies in red” or “"Texas sage.” It
comes in red, white, and a salmon color
and attracts hummingbirds throughout
the summer, blooming from spring to
fall. It is not native but is an annual so
it doesn’t winter over. Although it can
seed itself it is not considered an
invasive. September is when it gets



most robust. Goldfinch are crazy for the
seeds.

Today, I was cutting off the blooms of
the young salvia c. plants to encourage
root growth and to cause multiple
branching. I laid the cut blooms on the
walkway, and when I picked them up I
noted they were filled with ants,
possibly one of the main attractions for
the hummers. Currently we have a
humming bird that flies by the windows
of the house picking off insects.

This hummingbird is nectaring on monarda, also
called beebalm and bergamot. The hummingbird’s
small feet are great for perching and hovering, but
not for walking on the ground.



If you do have feeders, you have
noticed that humming birds are
territorial. With a plentiful source from
humans there is likely little necessity
for this bullying, but it is carried over
from the competition of nectaring on
wildflowers. Guarding is simply in their
nature. Some folks find success placing
their feeders in a cluster so that
guarding becomes nearly impossible for
a dominant bird. I simply don’t worry
about it.

On feeders with clear cylinders that divide the
feeder, hummingbirds are more tolerate of co-
existing at the feeder — or perhaps it’s just more
complicated to drive off competitors.

Most importantly buy a feeder that is
easy to clean. I like the “First Nature”
version; it is easy to fill, easy to clean,



and cheap. The "HummZinger” is
popular for the first two reasons but is
a bit pricier, although it’s much better
for taking photographs. It hangs from a
single thin post and makes it easy to
get a good shot.

In my opinion the jar style of the “First
Nature” helps birds be a bit more
tolerant of another one feeding on the
opposite side. Those with the bee
guards that you have to remove and
clean are, for my lazy bones, too much
trouble to clean and not necessary. One
of my friends swears by them and
simply keeps a five-gallon bucket of a
solution of water and a bit of bleach
and rotates them out.

The best and most repeated advice is to
clean your feeders more than once a
week. Fermented food is dangerous to
the birds. Many sources suggest
soaking in nine parts water to one part
bleach, to ensure no mold or salmonella
can grow on the feeder.

Don’t use dyes in their food; simply one
part sugar to four parts water is the
most economical and safest for the
birds.

I hope you have learned some new
tidbits and are enjoying our avian
answer to a very fancy fairy.
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Trumpet vine is a native species that is
hummingbirds enjoy nectaring upon. It
can be very aggressive in its growth.



The native impatiens capensis
(common names spotted touch-me-not
or jewel weed) is very popular with
hummingbirds. Native Americans also
used it as a remedy for poison ivy and
athlete’s foot. It blooms late summer
and early autumn when hummingbirds
are feasting preparing for migration.



