Songbirds of Illinois

A songbird is a bird belonging to the suborder Oscines of the order Passeriformes. There are approximately 4,500 species of Passeriformes. The Oscines range in size from the 4-inch long tufted titmouse to the 2 foot long raven. Most are small to medium sized birds from 5 – 10 inches. The songbird has a specialized vocal organ that is developed in such a way as to produce various sounds and notes.

The organ that birds use to produce vocalizations (songs and calls) is very different in location and structure from our own. The mammalian larynx is located at the top of the "windpipe" (trachea), and contains hard membranes (vocal cords) whose vibration as air passes is controlled by a complex of muscles and cartilage. The vocal organ of birds, in contrast, is a unique bony structure called a syrinx, which lies at the lower end of the trachea, is surrounded by an air sac, and may be deep in the breast cavity. Thus situated, the syrinx becomes a resonating chamber in conjunction with highly elastic vibrating membranes. Specialized sets of syringeal muscles control the movement of the syrinx, including the tension on the membranes (which can be adjusted like the skin of a drum). Birds can vary both the intensity (loudness) and frequency (pitch) of sounds by altering the air pressure passing from the lungs to the syrinx and by varying the tension exerted by the syringeal muscles on the membranes. The attributes of song that characterize individual species appear to result mostly from differences in the learning process rather than from differences in the structure of the vocal apparatus.
Songbirds have developed rich and complex songs for mating and territorial displays. They sing to court and they sing to fight, conserving their energy for important tasks like eating and mating. Listening for their melodious conversations is the easiest way to bird watch. Listen and follow the sound. 

Songbirds, as their name implies, sing complex and elegant melodies. All birds sing songs, but songbirds REALLY sing. Instead of fighting, an energy-intensive action, they sing to defend territories, attract the opposite sex and to sound alarms. 

Birds, like humans, have distinct accents developed from where they grew up. Dr. Luis Bautista, an ornithologist from the California Academy of Sciences, is an expert in songbird dialects. He can distinguish a song sparrow that lives in the East Bay from a bird from Golden Gate Park! 

Sparrows, robins, jays and chickadees are common songbirds seen and heard throughout the United States. All songbirds are passerines -- perching birds. Unlike ducks, hawks, egrets and gulls, passerines' specialized feet -- three toes pointing forward and one facing backward. When landing, the feet automatically snap shut like a vise and will remain strongly locked even if the bird is asleep.

Most songbirds are seed, insect or nectar eaters. Their bills are a clue to their diet: sparrows have strong bills to break open seeds; flycatchers have pointed bills for capturing insects. 

One might guess that the shrike -- a songbird -- was a raptor by looking at its sharp down-curved bill. Because it is a passerine, and cannot grip prey tightly, it captures grasshoppers and other insects and impales them on thorns and barbed wire. It uses tools to replace an absent anatomic function. 

All songbirds are land birds and are found in every continent except Antarctica.  They are extremely adaptable birds, making their homes in almost every environment.  In the continental United States, songbirds can be found in evergreen forests, deciduous forests, gardens, marshes, beaches, prairies, farmland, deserts, along roadsides, and in large cities.

Most songbirds are considered arboreal, making their homes in and around trees.  The homes are found from the upper canopy of a dense forest to the middle and lower levels of trees to the trunks and roots.  Even the underbrush and forest floor are home to many species of songbirds.

The eyes of songbirds are also adapted to life in and among the forest.  The eyes adapt quickly to the variances in light intensities so the birds have no problem flying from the dense woods out into the bright sunlight of an open field.

Mobbing Songbirds

Raptors, birds with sharp bills and talons for tearing flesh, are predators of songbirds. Accipiters are a specialized group of raptors that are specifically adapted to hunting in forests. Their short wings and long, rudder-like tails are excellent for maneuvering through branches and trees. They seem to rely on the element of surprise for their hunting success. 

To protect themselves, songbirds have developed an alarm system called "mobbing." When a predator invades the territory, songbirds will chatter a series of sharp, hoarse chirps, alerting other birds of the threatening intruder. When the other birds hear the alarm, they also sound the alarm and come to investigate the source of the disturbance. The small birds will gang up on the hawk, owl or raccoon, showing an impressive display of aggression despite their diminutive size. Many small birds working together can easily drive off a large predator by harassing it relentlessly. Groups of blackbirds, chickadees, sparrows, wrens and jays dive-bomb, peck and scratch fleeing raptors. It's remarkable that the hawks don't turn around and gobble one of the pestering passerines but the smaller birds' maneuverability seems to protect them. 

One day a crafty birder mimicked the harsh chirping sound of the alarm call -- "psh!" -- that the songbirds make. Curious birds coming to see the cause of the alarm soon surrounded the person. This trick, called "pshing in the woods," is usually successful. Make the sound: "psh" and repeat it five or six times at a moderate volume. Sometimes the response is dramatic with dozens of small birds flocking immediately, looking for the invader. Warblers, juncos, chickadees, bushtits, towhees and even jays will come. Other times, you just hear the birds chirping away, unfooled by your attempt. 

Select Songbird Species
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American Goldfinch

Plumage: Summer Male: brilliant yellow with black cap, wings and tail, orange bill. Female: olive. Winter: Both are olive.

Song:  The song is sustained, clear and light.  When sung during its roller coaster flight pattern, each dip is punctuated by the bright “per-chick-o-ree” or “ti-dee-di-di.”

Habitat:  Patches of thistle and weeds, among dandelions on lawns, roadsides, open woods, and edges. In winter often visits home feeders.

Nesting:  A beautiful cup of grasses and plant fibers in shrub fork, lined with thistle “down.”  Four – five pale blue eggs.

Food:  Primarily seeds, insects taken during nesting.

Notes:  They are notoriously late nesters, waiting for thistle heads to develop their “downy” seeds late in the summer. Because they nest so late, only a single brood is raised each season. While the female is on the nest the male stays close by and will feed her.
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Eastern Blue Bird

Plumage:  Striking blue above; red chestnut throat, neck and upper breast, white lower belly, female much duller.

Song: A musical “chur-wi” or “tru-a-ly” Song: 3 or 4 soft gurgling notes.

Habitat:  Open woodlands, meadows and fields.

Nesting:  A cup of twigs places in a natural cavity, abandoned nest hole or nest box. Four to five pale blue eggs. Two broods per year.

Food: Eats mostly insects, earthworms and spiders but also snails, lizards and frogs. Eats berries and seeds in winter
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Notes: Once nearly eliminated from Illinois due to a lack of nesting cavities, bluebirds have made a remarkable comeback with the aid of bird enthusiasts who have put up thousands of bluebird boxes. Perches on tree or fence post and waits for grasshoppers.

Northern Oriole

Plumage:  Baltimore type with black hood and brilliant orange body. Tail, black in center, orange on the outside. Wings black with orange shoulders. Bullock’s type black crown, black line through eye and black on throat. White wing patch. Tail black in center, orange to the outside.

Song:  2 notes whistled melodic phrases “hue-lee, hue-lee, hue-lee”. Call is rich “hue-lee”

Habitat: Open woodlands, river forests, shade trees in parks, yards, gardens and orchards.

Nesting: Pendulant, very well made pouch of grasses and plant fibers. Very strong but will not be used again. 4 grayish white or light blue eggs.

Food: Forages in bushes and trees often in high canopy. Eats insects, caterpillars, berries and fruits, Sips nectar. Likes oranges, nectar feeders and jelly.

Notes:  Recent re-classification. The Bullock’s oriole of the west and the Baltimore oriole of the east seem to over lap in the Midwest and interbreed. The hybrid with characteristics of both is most often seen in the Midwest.

Blue Jay
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Plumage: Bright blue above with much white and black in the wings and tail; dingy white below; black facial markings; prominent crest.

Song: A raucous jay-jay, harsh cries, and a rich variety of other calls. One is almost identical to the scream of the Red-shouldered Hawk. Also a musical “queedle-queedle”.

Habitat: Chiefly oak forest, but now also city parks and suburban yards, especially where oak trees predominate.

Nesting: 4-6 brown-spotted greenish eggs in a coarsely built nest of sticks, lined with grass and well concealed in a crotch or forked branch of a tree, often a conifer.

Notes: Although sometimes disliked because they chase smaller birds away from feeders, Blue Jays are among the handsomest of birds. They often bury seeds and acorns, and since many are never retrieved they are, in effect, tree planters. They regularly mob predators, and their raucous screaming makes it easy to locate a hawk or a roosting owl. Although seen all year, they are migratory and travel in large loose flocks in spring and fall. Birds from farther north replace local populations in winter

Tufted Titmouse
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 Plumage: Sparrow-sized. Gray above and whitish below, with rust-colored sides and conspicuous gray crest.

Song: A whistled series of 4 to 8 notes sounding like “Peter-Peter,” repeated over and over.

Habitat: Swampy or moist woodlands, and shade trees in villages and city parks; in winter, at feeders.

Nesting: 5 or 6 brown-dotted white eggs in a tree cavity or bird box stuffed with leaves and moss.

Food:  Eats insects, and their larvae, spiders, snails, various berries acorns and other nuts and seeds.
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Notes: Titmice are social birds and, especially in winter, join with small mixed flocks of chickadees, nuthatches, kinglets, creepers, and the smaller woodpeckers. Although a frequent visitor at feeders, the titmouse is not as tame or confiding as a chickadee. It often clings to the bark of trees and turns upside down to pick spiders and insects from the underside of a twig or leaf.

Carolina Chickadee

Plumage: 4-5" Similar to more northern Black-capped Chickadee, but feathers of folded wing usually show less white edging; lower edge of black bib more sharply defined than that of Black-capped. Best identified by voice and range.

Song: A buzzy “chickadee-dee-dee-dee,” higher pitched and faster than that of the Black-capped Chickadee; song has 4 whistled notes, “see-dee, see-dee”, with a downward inflection, rather than the 2- or 3-noted song of the Black-capped

Habitat: Deciduous woodlands and residential areas.

Nesting: 6-8 white eggs, lightly speckled with brown, placed in a cavity in a rotten stub or birdhouse lined with feathers, grass, and plant down.

Food:  Forages on trees for insects, insect eggs, seeds, berries, moths and caterpillars.

Notes: So similar are the Carolina and Black-capped Chickadees that Audubon did not realize that they were different species until 1834 -- over a century after chickadees had been discovered by Europeans. The two species have much the same needs. Both species are found in Illinois. Both are familiar visitors to feeders and regular members of the mixed flocks of small birds that roam the winter woods.
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Carolina Wren
Plumage: 5 1/2" Rich brown above, buff below, with conspicuous white eyebrow. 

Song: Loud whistled “tweedle-tweedle-tweedle” or “tea-kettle, tea-kettle, tea-kettle tea”, sung all day long in all seasons. Sings from exposed perch.

Habitat: Woodland thickets, ravines, and rocky slopes covered with brush.

Nesting: 5 brown-spotted whitish eggs in a feather-lined, domed stick nest with an entrance on the side. The nest is placed in stonewalls, hollow tree stumps, tin cans, mailboxes, birdhouses, and even coat pockets on clotheslines.

Food:  Eats mostly insects, larvae, and insect eggs, also snails, berries and fruits.

Notes: These wrens do not migrate. At the northern edge of their range they increase in mild years, but a severe cold season with heavy snows will often decimate their numbers. They live in thickets and swamps, frequenting brush piles and old wooden buildings. Pokes in every nook and cranny, hopping with tail cocked over back looking for insects and spiders. 
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Cedar Waxwing

Plumage: 6 1/2-8"  Smaller than a robin. A sleek, crested, brown bird with black mask, yellow tips on tail feathers, and hard red wax-like tips on secondary wing feathers. Usually seen in flocks.

Song: A thin lisp, “tseee”.

Habitat: Open woodlands, orchards, and residential areas.

Nesting: 4-6 blue-gray eggs, spotted with dark brown and black, in a bulky cup of twigs and grass placed in a tree in the open.

Food & Notes: Waxwings spend most of the year in flocks whose movements may be quite erratic. Hundreds will suddenly appear in an area to exploit a crop of berries, only to vanish when that crop is exhausted. Since the young are fed to some extent on small fruits, waxwings tend to nest late in the summer when there is a good supply of berries. Adults store food for the young in the crop, a pouch located in the throat, and may regurgitate as many as 30 chokecherries, one at a time, into the gaping mouths of the nestlings. In summer insects are also taken, the birds hawking for them like flycatchers. These social birds have the amusing habit of passing berries or even apple blossoms from one bird to the next down a long row sitting on a branch, until one bird eats the food.
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Scarlet Tanager

Plumage: 7 1/2"   breeding plumage, male brilliant scarlet with black wings and tail. In non-breeding plumage, female and male olive green; male has black wings.

Song: Song a hurried, burry, repetitive warble, somewhat like that of a robin. Call note an emphatic, nasal “chip-bang”.

Habitat: Chiefly mature woodlands, especially oak and pine.

Nesting: 3 or 4 brown-spotted greenish eggs in a shallow nest of twigs and stems lined with grass and placed on a horizontal branch.

Food: May forage on ground but most likely in tops of trees. Eats insects, including wasps, bees, and caterpillars. Catches insects on the fly.

Notes: The brilliantly colored male Scarlet Tanager gleams in the sunlight but is often difficult to see in thick foliage, especially if the bird is motionless or moving slowly from branch to branch high up in the tree canopy. It is conspicuous only when perched on a dead tree limb or when feeding on the ground during a cold, rainy spell. During late summer or early autumn, some of the males may show a patchwork plumage of red and green as they undergo a molt to olive green, except for their wings and tails, which remain black throughout the winter.
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Indigo Bunting

Plumage: 5 1/2"  Sparrow-sized. In bright sunlight male brilliant turquoise blue, otherwise looks black; wings and tail darker. Female drab brown, paler beneath.

Song: Rapid, excited warble, each note or phrase given twice. “sweet-sweet, sweeter-sweeter, here-here.” Call is a  “wet” spit or plik.

Habitat: Brushy slopes, abandoned farmland, old pastures and fields grown to scrub, woodland clearings, and forest edges adjacent to fields.

Nesting: 3 or 4 pale blue eggs in a compact woven cup of leaves and grass placed in a sapling or bush in relatively thick vegetation and within a few feet of the ground.

Food:  Eats a variety of insects and larvae, especially in summer; also dandelion seeds, weed seeds, small grains, and wild berries.

Notes: Indigo Buntings have no blue pigment; they are actually black, but the diffraction of light through the structure of the feathers makes them appear blue. These attractive birds are also found in rural roadside thickets and along the right-of-way of railroads, where woodlands meet open areas. They are beneficial to farmers and fruit growers, consuming many insect pests and weed seeds.
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House Finch

Plumage: 5-6". Sparrow-sized. Most adult males bright red on crown, breast, and rump, Female has plain, unstriped head and heavy streaking on light underside. Immature males less highly colored, often orangish or yellowish on head and breast.

Song: A chirp call like that of a young House Sparrow.”chee” or “chee-wheet”. The song is an extensive series of warbling notes ending in a “zeee”, canary like but without the musical trills and rolls. Sings from a high tree, antenna, or similar post for prolonged periods

Habitat:  cities and suburbs, fields and gardens

Nesting: 3-5 bluish, lightly streaked or spotted eggs, with each pair breeding 2-4 times a summer; tightly woven, compact nest set in a bush, thicket, natural cavity, or on a building.

Notes & Food: House Finches are omnivorous, gleaning insect pests and, in winter, grass and weed seeds. Garden-bred birds join large field flocks during the fall, often feeding in farmers' fields, and may become agricultural pests. The eastern population of this species is descended from cage birds released near New York City in the 1940s. For years the birds barely survived on Long Island, but they then spread into suburban areas. In the late 1960s and 1970s they finally established themselves in urban New York, where their musical song and bright colors add a cheerful touch.
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White Breasted Nuthatch

Plumage: 5-6". Sparrow-sized. Blue-gray above, white under parts and face, black crown. Usually seen creeping on tree trunks, head downward.

Song: Call is a nasal “ yank-yank”. Song a series of low whistled notes “wee, wee, wee, wee, wee, wee,wee”.

Habitat: Deciduous and mixed forests.

Nesting 5 or 6 white eggs, lightly speckled with red-brown, in a cup of twigs and grass lined with feathers and hair in a natural cavity, bird box, or hole excavated by the birds.

Food: Eats various seeds, nuts spiders and insects. 
Notes: The habit of creeping headfirst down a tree trunk, then stopping and looking around with head held out at a 90-degree angle, is characteristic of nuthatches. The White-breasted is an inquisitive, acrobatic bird, pausing occasionally to hang and hammer at a crack. Essentially non-migratory, during the fall it stores food for winter in crevices behind loose tree bark.  Although they often join mixed flocks of chickadees, woodpeckers, and kinglets roaming the winter woods, they tend to remain in their territories. They are familiar visitors to bird feeders.

American Robin
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Plumage: 9-11"  Gray above, brick red below. Head and tail black in males, dull gray in females. Young birds are spotted below.

Song: Song is a series of rich caroling notes, rising and falling in pitch: “cheer-up, cheerily, cheer-up, cheerily”

Habitat: Towns, gardens, open woodlands, and agricultural land.

Nesting: 3-5 blue-green eggs in a well-made cup of mud reinforced with grass and twigs, lined with softer grasses, and placed in a tree or on a ledge or windowsill. Robins usually have 2 broods a season.

Notes & Food: Although considered a harbinger of spring, robin’s winter in Illinois, where they frequent cedar bogs and swamps and are not usually noticed by a casual observer, except when they gather in large roosts, often containing thousands of birds. Earthworms are the primary diet of the Robin. It hunts on lawns, standing stock-still with head cocked to one side as though listening for its prey but actually discovering it by sight.

[image: image14.jpg]


Chipping Sparrow

Plumage: 5-5 1/2"  A small sparrow. Upper parts are brown, streaked with black. Under parts, sides of face, and rump are gray. Adult has chestnut crown, white eyebrow, with thin black line through eye. 

Song: Thin musical trill, all on 1 note like the whir of a sewing machine “chip,chip,chip,chip,chip,chip,chip” Has a  call of ”seek.”

Habitat: Grassy woodland edges, gardens, city parks, brushy pastures, and lawns.

Nesting: 3-5 pale blue eggs, lightly spotted with brown, in a solid cup of grass and stems, almost always lined with hair, placed in shrubbery or in a tangle of vines.

Notes & Food: The Chipping Sparrow's habit of lining its nest with hair has earned it the name "Hairbird." Formerly, it utilized horsehair, but with the decline in the use of horses it takes any hair available and will even pluck strands from the coat of a sleeping dog. Originally inhabitants of natural clearings and brushy forest borders, these sparrows are now found in gardens and suburban areas and have become familiar songbirds. During most of the year they feed on the ground, but in the breeding season males always sing from an elevated perch. Their food consists mainly of seeds, but in summer the adults and the young feed on insects.

Northern Cardinal
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Plumage: 8-9"  Male bright red with crest, black face, and stout red bill. Female buff-brown tinged with red on crest, wings, and tail.

Song: Rich “what-cheer, cheer, cheer; purty-purty-purty-purty” or sweet-sweet-sweet-sweet. Also a metallic chip.

Habitat: Woodland edges, thickets, brushy swamps, and gardens.

Nesting: 3 or 4 pale green eggs, spotted with red-brown, in a deep cup of twigs, leaves, and plant fibers concealed in a thicket.
Notes & Food: This species, named after the red robes worn by Roman Catholic cardinals. Cardinals are aggressive birds that occupy territories year-round. Both sexes are accomplished songsters and may be heard at any time of year, rather than just in the spring when most other birds are singing. Seeds form a main part of the diet, although insects are eaten in the breeding season. These birds often come to feeders in winter.
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