The Northern Cardinal: Showbird of Milam County

Have you seen this bird?
 (male bird)
Or this bird?
 (female bird)
If you live anywhere in the eastern two-thirds of Texas, you probably have. The Northern Cardinal lives in southern Canada, the eastern and midwest portion of the U.S., Texas, Mexico, and Belize. They are permanent residents throughout their range, so you can enjoy these brilliantly colored birds year round.
The male is the vivid red color. The female is brownish-gray with a red crest and wingtips. The birds were once popular pets, but sale of cardinals for pets in the U.S. was banned by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918.
These birds are a joy to watch. They play nicely with humans, whose love of birdfeeders have helped the Northern Cardinal population remain stable. They live where people live. Look for them sitting low in shrubs and trees, sometimes sitting in pairs. 
Cardinals are busy birds. You can see them all day long, swooping at each other, or looking for food on the ground. During winter, when they are not mating, cardinals form flocks of 60-70 birds. Once mating season begins, they break up into pairs.

Males defend their territory vigorously against other males. They may even attack reflections of themselves, or small red objects that they mistake for other males. A loud clear whistle signals the male is defending its territory. 
An interesting trait is that Northern Cardinals learn their songs from other cardinals, so their songs vary regionally. Not surprisingly, they can tell the sex of another cardinal by its song. Both male and female sing in whistled song patterns. You might hear “purty, purty, purty”, “wheet, wheet, wheet”, or “cheer, cheer, cheer”, repeated several times. A short metallic “chip” sound means the bird is alarmed. Also, male and female pairs will sing together during courtship and before nesting.
Cardinals eat seeds, grains, and fruits. They also eat insects, which is the primary food they feed their young. If you want to feed them, they prefer black-oil sunflower seed. To minimize male fighting place birdfeeders in the front and back yard. 
Cardinals often mate for life. If one dies, the other will look for a new partner. During courtship the male brings food to the female and feeds her beak-to-beak. This may continue while the female incubates the eggs. 
They are very active right now, so take a look out your window. You may spot the male sitting in a tree watching the female on the ground looking for her favorite foods.
Nesting information:

· Nests will be 1-15 feet above the ground in dense tangles of shrubs and vines.
· Nests are cup-like, and made of twigs, bark, leaves, paper, and lined with vines, grass, and hair.
· The female lays 2-5 off-white eggs with dark markings.

· Incubation is 12-13 days. Birds fledge 9-11 days after hatching.

· The chicks look like their mama. The feathers on the male will fade and drop off. By spring, they have a set bright enough to attract a mate.

· Once the chicks are ready, daddy kicks them out of the nest to prepare for the next clutch.

· The mated pair may have 2-4 clutches per season. They mate in March, and then from May through July.
· To attract nesting cardinals to your property, provide undergrowth, such as dense shrubbery, around the edges of your yard. They need someplace they can perch and nest unseen.
Interesting tidbits:

· Seven states claim the Northern Cardinal as their state bird.

· The "Northern" part of “Northern Cardinal” comes from the fact that this is the only cardinal found in the northern hemisphere.

· The “Cardinal” part of “Northern Cardinal” comes from the cardinals of the Catholic Church, who wear bright red robes.
· A flock of cardinals are also called a "college", "conclave", "deck", "radiance", and "Vatican" of cardinals.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Shawn Walton is a Texas Master Naturalist with the El Camino Real Chapter. You can contact her at: walton.shawn@gmail.com. Photographs courtesy of Paula Engelhardt, Certified Texas Master Naturalist. Texas Master Naturalist is co-sponsored by Texas AgriLife Extension Service and Texas Parks and Wildlife. You can read more about us at http://grovesite.com/tmn/ecrmn.

