
The hummingbird 

competes
with the stillness of the air. 

- Chogyam Trungpaw
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Keep Your GardenHumming
Lisa Osman

The return of migrating hummingbirds is a much-awaited gift of nature for 

bird enthusiasts. Though they eat small insects for protein, hummingbirds 

also rely heavily on flower and prepared nectar for their energy needs. 

You might be able to successfully attract them to a backyard feeder with 

a proper combination of timing, consistency, and cleanliness.

Choosing a Feeder
There are many imaginatively styled hummingbird feeders 
available today, and they’re sold in stores ranging from 
birding shops and garden centers to discount marts, as 
well as by mail order. Most feeders are made of plastic, 
glass, and/or ceramics. Since feeders are much too recent a 
development for hummingbirds to recognize instinctively 
as food sources, they must learn to use them, which 
they do from watching other hummers and though their 
own natural inquisitiveness. If your birds seem to prefer 
one style feeder to another, it’s probably a simple matter 
of familiarity. If you change feeders, they may not feed 
immediately from the new one, but they will adapt; it may 
help to hang the old feeder, empty, next to the new one.

Any feeder can attract hummers, so perhaps the most 
important design feature to look for is ease of disassembly 
and cleaning. In this respect, the basin-style feeders (top 
right) are much, much better than the inverted-bottle 
types (bottom right). Hummingbirds will come to any 
feeder that holds fresh syrup, so you might as well buy one 
that’s easy for you to keep up - if it’s easy, you’re more likely 
to do it faithfully, and that’s important.

Should you buy a feeder with perches? Many photographers 
prefer not to use perches, because they can get better 
pictures of hovering birds. But hummers live at the edges of 
their energy envelopes, and perching saves a lot of calories. 
Consider that when hummingbirds feed from natural 
flowers, they spend very little time at any one blossom; on 
the other hand, they may drink from one feeder port until 
they are satiated, and hovering is considerably more tiring 
to them than normal flight. Give them a break, and provide 
a place for them to rest. After all, many hummingbirds 
spend around 80% of their time perching anyway, on twigs 
and leaf stems.

Left: A visiting ruby-throated 
hummingbird makes a colorful 
addition to any garden. 
Photo © Chelsea Heart, 2010

Right Top: Basin-style feeders 
are both easier to clean and a 
beautiful decoration for any 
hummingbird garden. 
Photo © Jim thompson, 2008

Right Bottom: A ruby-throated 
hummingbird perches at an 
inverted-bottle feeder. 
Photo © Maewolf86, 2010
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Location, Location, Location 
Where to hang your feeder? A new one may be found sooner if hung over or near a 
garden of hummingbird plants. My feeders are near windows, where I can watch and 
enjoy them: one is in a living room window, another outside the kitchen, and a third 
hangs a foot or so from my office window.

Some people feel that a hummingbird feeder should not be placed close to a 
window unless there’s a drawn curtain or blind behind it, to avoid injury from striking 
the glass. Other ways to alert birds that the window is not a clear flyway are to add 
cutouts of predatory birds, windsocks, or decorative flags (on the outside). I’ve never 
had a hummer strike my windows, and I have mini-blinds that seem to be a good 
deterrent even when tilted open.

Filling the Feeder
The sugar water we use to fill hummingbird feeders is only a supplement to the 
birds’ natural diet. It’s not necessary to buy a commercial “nectar” mix that includes 
additional vitamins, protein, or other substances, because the birds get all they need 
from the flower nectar and insects they consume. All they want from us is the quick 
energy they get from ordinary white cane sugar—it’s just fuel for chasing bugs, and 
causes no known health problems in hummingbirds, whose metabolism is significantly 
different from humans’.

A note about sugars: natural nectars may contain any of the plant sugars, including 
sucrose, glucose, and fructose. There is no proven advantage in using, say, fructose 
instead of sucrose (cane or beet sugar). In fact, given the choice, hummingbirds seem 
to prefer sucrose above all others. Sucrose is by far the most common sugar in the 
flowers of plants for which hummingbirds are the primary pollinators. Water and 
sugar (usually sucrose) are the only constituents common to all natural nectars; most 
also contain traces of minerals and amino acids, but they vary from plant to plant, and 
probably are of little dietary importance.

What about beet sugar? I have read anecdotal evidence that hummingbirds can 
taste the difference between cane and beet sugars, and at least sometimes will reject 
beet sugar completely. If you can’t seem to attract hummers and are using white 
sugar that’s not specifically labeled as cane, try changing to a brand that is.

Feeder Maintenance
Hanging a hummingbird feeder means assuming a certain amount of responsibility for 
the well being of a fragile and trusting animal. If you are not prepared to follow the 
rigorous maintenance routine outlined below, perhaps you should consider planting a 

hummingbird garden, instead.
Every filling, flush the feeder with hot tap water; 
a bottle brush can be very helpful. Do not use 

soap - hummers apparently don’t like the 
taste, but bleach will remove it if you have 

this problem. Visually inspect the entire 
feeder for black mold; a bleach soak 

(see the next paragraph) is the best 
way to remove mold. Discard any 
unconsumed sugar water. If the 
birds are not emptying your feeder 
between cleanings, it’s unnecessary 
and wasteful to fill it completely. If 
the sugar solution in your feeder 
turns cloudy, it’s spoiled and needs 
to be replaced. This can happen in 

as little as two days.

Pests
Ants will find your feeder, unless you 
take precautions. Buy a dripless feed-
er; they really make a difference. Some 
feeder models feature a built-in ant 
moat that may be filled with water; don’t 
use oil, since chickadees and other small 
birds like to drink from ant moats. You 
can make your own moat by running the 
hang wire through a hole in a spray can 
top (use a dab of silicone sealer or hot 
glue to seal the hole). But the best de-
fense against ants is to paint the inside 
bottom of an ant moat with Tanglefoot, 
a very sticky goo sold at nurseries, and 
install the moat open side down. This is 
extremely effective against ants, poses 
no risk of a bird getting stuck or contam-
inated, and is low maintenance, since it 
keeps the goo from being compromised 
by rain and dust. If you use Tanglefoot, 
or any other sticky or oily substance, you 
must be absolutely sure it cannot come 
into contact with a bird.

 Bees, wasps and yellowjackets 
are attracted to the color yellow. Since 
many hummingbird feeders have yel-
low plastic “flowers” or other parts, try 
removing such parts or painting them 
red before hanging your feeder in the 
spring - once bees learn where food is, 
they fly right back to the hive to tell all 
their friends, so avoiding their attention 
up front works best.

If wasps persist, first try moving 
the feeder, even just a few feet; insects 
are not very smart, and will assume the 
food source is gone forever. They may 
never find it in its new location, while 
the hummers will barely notice that it 
was moved. If that doesn’t work, take 
the feeder down for a day, or until 
you stop seeing wasps looking for 
it. You’ll see hummers looking for 
it, too, but they won’t give up 
nearly as soon as the wasps. 
Also, reducing the sugar 
concentration to 1 part sugar 
in 5 parts water will make it 
less attractive to insects, but 
probably won’t make the 
hummingbirds lose interest.
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At least once a month, clean the feeder thoroughly with a 
solution of 1/4 cup bleach to one gallon of water. Soak the feeder 
in this solution for one hour, and then clean with a bottle brush. 
Rinse well with running water and refill. Any remaining traces of 
bleach will be neutralized by reacting with the fresh syrup, and 
there’s no need to air dry before refilling. Bleach is both safe and 
very effective. If you are concerned about BPA, use full-strength 
white vinegar instead of bleach.

Hummingbird Garden
One good way to enjoy the company of hummingbirds is 
planting a hummingbird garden. In addition to providing them 
a natural diet, a hummer garden is an excellent way to attract 
birds to your nearby feeder-since hummingbirds feed by sight 
on regularly-followed routes - called trap-lining - their inquisitive 

Left: A wasp drinks 
from a hummingbird 
feeder, attracted to 
the yellow flowers. 
Photo © Jennifer, 2012

Right: A female 
hummingbird rests 
in the garden. 
Photo © Miss Eerrie, 2012

nature will quickly lead them to investigate any possible new 
source of food.

Many flowering plants attract hummingbirds. Most are 
tubular in shape and many are red, though certainly not all. A 
successful hummingbird garden provides nectar sources from 
May through the first frost. There is a great temptation to plant 
acres of Bee Balm or Cardinal Flower, two of their favorite nectar 
sources. But in each case nectar would be available for just a 
brief period in a hummingbird’s life. The wise gardener selects 
an assortment of flowering plants with overlapping blooming 
periods, mixes perennials and annuals, and lets some of nature’s 
wildflowers and weeds persist, many of which are favored by 
hummingbirds and butterflies. If you plan carefully and select a 
variety of plants that flower at successively later dates, you will 
be rewarded with happy hummers throughout the season.
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Common Hummingbird Garden Flowers
Name Category Color Blooms Height  Spread

Bee Balm Perennial Red Summer 3-5’ 18-36”

Cardinal Flower Perennial Red Summer 3-4’ 24”

Butterfly Bush Shrub Purple/white Summer-Fall 6-15’ 10’

Snapdragon Annual Varies Summer-Fall 6” 6”

Salvia Annual Red/purple Summer 1-3” 9-14”
Source: www.birdsandblooms.com

 April 2012  23


