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To the amusement of her North 
Bend neighbors,  Michelle 
Twohig began to mow swaths 

in her lawn and let the rest of the turf 
go wild. Eventually, she replaced it com-
pletely with mixed beds of small trees 
and shrubs, perennials, ferns, and mosses 
amid winding paths of wood chips and 
stepping stones. 

And the birds came. Twohig, a 
graphic designer, now enthuses over 
Nature’s design of black-headed gros-
beaks, cedar waxwings, western tanagers, 
and other birds that pause to feed in her 
garden. When she hears a distinctive qua-
vering whistle in the early morning, she 
knows the varied thrushes have returned. 
“That’s how you know Spring is here,” 
she explains. “They’re the first to arrive.” 
This comforting connection to Nature’s 
rhythms has been one of the rewards of 
creating backyard wildlife habitat.

The simple joy of watching birds can 
lift us above the mundane frustrations of 
freeway traffic and computer complexi-
ties. And the benefits of an avian-friendly 
environment include a beautiful, healthi-
er garden that requires less maintenance, 
saving time, money, and water. 

Our yards are increasingly critical 
green spaces supporting the existence of 
many creatures. No matter the size of your 
property, you can do something to provide 
the basic needs of wildlife—food, shelter, 

and water. Start by spicing up the garden 
with a wider variety of plants, including 
some natives; try a less “manicured” look; 
and learn alternatives to pesticides.

Diversify your garden to attract birds
“The more diversity you have in 

your yard, the more different types of 
birds you’ll have,” says David Selk, hor-

ticulturalist for the Woodland Park Zoo. 
“Hummingbirds feed on nectar, robins 
and cedar waxwings eat fruit, grosbeaks 
are seed-eaters, chickadees graze on bare 
branches for insects.” Selk teaches the 
Woodland Park Zoo’s in-depth Backyard 
Habitat Workshop, which will be offered 
again this April.

With a well-planned variety of 
plants, you can provide flowers, fruits, and 
seeds for many kinds of birds throughout 
the year. Be sure to include Winter food 
sources. Hummingbirds love fragrant 
Winter-blooming honeysuckle (Lonicera 
fragrantissima) and the spectacular Winter 
flower spikes of Oregon grape hybrids 
(Mahonia x media ‘Lionel Fortescue’ 
and ‘Charity’). The rosehips of hardy 
Rugosa roses and tiny crabapples are fare 
for fruit eaters. (Ask at your nursery for 
disease-resistant crabapple varieties with 
long-lasting fruit.) 

To make room for more plants and 
save time and water, consider shrinking 
or removing your lawn like Twohig did. 
Lawns use two-and-a-half to four times 
more water than trees and shrubs. And 
those trees and shrubs don’t require end-
less mowing, edging, and fertilizing. Their 
leaves add more oxygen to the air and 
remove more carbon dioxide (greenhouse 

gas) and their roots do a better job of 
filtering and cleaning stormwater.

Go native to bring flying visitors
Native plants are ideal additions to 

a Puget Sound garden landscape. They 
provide food when birds expect to find 

it, and they are accustomed to our wet 
Winters and dry Summers. In the native-
plant section at The Nursery at Mount Si 
in North Bend you can find a good selec-
tion of berry-producing plants that have 
the open shrubby form that birds need 
for resting, hiding, and nesting. Among 
others, The Nursery at Mount Si carries 
black gooseberry (Ribes lacustre), lingon-
berry (Vaccinium vitis-idaea), evergreen 
huckleberry (Vaccinium ovatum), red 
huckleberry (Vaccinium parvifolium), and 
red- and yellow-twig dogwoods (Cornus 
stolonifera, C. sericea). Also, if you’re 
interested contact the nursery for details 
about their class this Spring on planting 
natives for birds and wildlife.

The purple-berried Cascara tree 
(Rhamnus purshiana) on her property in 
Sammamish is Paula del Giudice’s favor-
ite native tree. Del Giudice, Western 
Natural Resource Center Director of 
the National Wildlife Federation, says 
she sees “more migrating birds on that 
tree than anywhere else in the garden.” 
The National Wildlife Federation of-
fers a wealth of resources for creating 
a backyard wildlife habitat. See their 
website for bird and butterfly plant lists, 
plus information about their Community 
Wildlife Habitat and Schoolyard Wildlife 
Habitat programs.

The Seattle Audubon Society offers 
twelve inspiring real-life stories plus easy 
tips on how to create a planting plan in a 
48-page booklet, Gardening for Life—An 

by Maia Eisen

PlAnt 
AttrActIon: 
Honeysuckle is 

a magnet for 
hummingbirds... 

continued on p. 8

IMPerFect BeAuty: Leaves, needles, 
and cones left to decay on your garden 
surface invite birds like this Bewick’s 
wren.

Photo By dIAne Ahern

Welcoming wildlife: Spring plants that will 
turn your garden into a bird sanctuary 
Add spice, variety to attract avian visitors to your backyard

...and crabapples will 
bring in fruit-eaters 
like grosbeaks, 
tanagers, or 
waxwings.
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Inspirational Guide for Creating Healthy Habitat. Some 
planning tips: Choose plants that are suited to the 
conditions of your property; add layers—groundcover, 
shrub, understory, and canopy—to increase the diversity 
of wildlife; provide cover for birds by not over-shearing 
shrubs.

Select plants that will mature to be the right size 
for your space. Frequently-pruned hedges become too 
dense for birds to hide or nest in.

Instead of constantly fighting a laurel hedge, plant a 
hedgerow (use a mixture of species) of bushes of varying 
sizes. Prune by gentle thinning instead of shearing. The 
diversity of a hedgerow provides a pleasing screen as well 
as food and shelter for birds throughout the year. Along 
her driveway in Kirkland, Jan McGruder, director of the 
East Lake Washington chapter of the Audubon Society, 
grew a native plant hedgerow of elderberry (Sambucus), 

red-flowering currant (Ribes sanguineum), Oregon grape 
(Mahonia), and a few vine maples (Acer circinatum). 

Cover becomes all the more important when you’ve 
successfully attracted birds to your garden. Sammamish 
resident Ray Petit is dedicated to protecting wildlife for 
future generations on his property near Beaver Lake. He 
has observed many species including woodpeckers (four 
different types!), red-breasted sapsuckers, nuthatches, 
hooded mergansers and other waterfowl, and in more 
recent years, a sharp-shinned hawk. Ray remarks, “You 
know when the hawk is around because the birds all 
disappear into the salal [Gaultheria shallon].” 

The presence of birds of prey is a good sign, observes 
the zoo’s Selk: “You are creating a natural food chain, a 
broader habitat.” Diversity creates stability. Think of it 
as the difference between a unicycle and a four-wheel 
vehicle. (Selk also says not to worry—the birds of prey 
only get an occasional meal.) 

If your garden is limited by the size of your “tiny 
estate,” create a habitat network with your neighbors. 
“Look to see what they have and fill in something that’s 

Welcoming wildlife
continued from p. 7

yeAr-round Interest…For huMMInGBIrds: Spiky 
Oregon grape blooms provide birds an excellent Winter food 
source. 

Photo By dIAne Ahern

continued on p. 11

more info

Events:

Native Plants for Birds and Wildlife
Spring class: call for details
The Nursery at Mount Si
42328 SE 108th St.
North Bend, WA 98045
425 831-2274
www.thenurseryatmountsi.com

Backyard Habitat Workshop
Three-part hands-on workshop, $55, $100/couple 
April 9 and 16, 6-9PM, April 22, 9AM-3PM
Jenny Mears
The Woodland Park Zoo
601 N. 59th Street
Seattle, WA 98103
jenny.mears@zoo.org, 206 615-1027
In partnership with the National Wildlife Federation, 
Seattle Audubon Society, and the Washington Native 
Plant Society. Covers: attracting wildlife, growing native 
plants, recognizing invasive plants, conserving water, 
maintenance without pesticides, placement of feeders, 
and birdhouses. 

Spring Native Plant Sale
Saturday, May 12, 2007,  10AM-4PM 
Bellevue Botanical Garden 
12001 Main St.
Bellevue, WA 98005
206 527-3210
www.wnps.org
Sale benefits educational programs of the Washington 
Native Plant Society. See website for list of species for 
sale and map to BBG.

Organizations, Programs:

East Lake Washington Audubon Society 
308 Fourth Avenue S., Kirkland, WA 98033 
Located on the lower level of the Northlake Unitarian 
Universalist Church. Hours: Monday, Tuesday, and Friday, 
9AM to 1PM.
Jan McGruder, Executive Director
425 576-8805
jan@elwas.org 

Seattle Audubon Society
206 523-8243
www.seattleaudubon.org 
Audubon At Home is an online resource for creating 
backyard habitat: www.audubon.org/bird/at%5Fhome/ 

National Wildlife Federation
Western Natural Resource Center
Backyard, Community, and Schoolyard Wildlife Habitat 
programs
206 285-8707

www.nwf.org/bwh 
Gretchen Muller, Regional Education Project Manager
muller@nwf.org

Washington Native Plant Society
The Growing Wild program: Onsite garden consultations
206 527-3210
growingwild@wnps.org
www.wnps.org

Growing Wild is affiliated with the Wildlife Backyard 
Sanctuary Program of the Washington Department of 
Fish & Wildlife. Learn more at http://wdfw.wa.gov/habitat.
htm. 

See also: 

For a native plant guide, landscaping plans and more: 
http://dnr.metrokc.gov/wlr/pi/go-native/ 

For garden care questions, the Natural Lawn and 
Garden Hotline:
info@lawnandgardenhotline.org or 206 633-0224

For information about identifying and solving pest 
problems:
www.govlink.org/hazwaste/house/yard/problems/index.html 

Northwest Coalition for Alternatives to Pesticides:
www.pesticides.org/educmaterials.html 

Books:

Welcoming Wildlife to the Garden: Creating Back-
yard & Balcony Habitats for Wildlife, Catherine J. 
Johnson, Susan McDiarmid, Hartley & Marks, 2004

Landscaping for Wildlife in the Pacific Northwest, 
Russell Link, University of Washington Press, 1999.

Living with Wildlife in the Pacific Northwest, Russell 
Link, University of Washington Press, 2004.

Gardening for Life—An Inspirational Guide for 
Creating Healthy Habitat, Seattle Audubon Society, 
2003 Available online: www.seattleaudubon.org/conserva-
tion.cfm?id=69 

Gardening with Native Plants of the Pacific North-
west, Arthur R. Kruckeberg, University of Washington 
Press, 1996.

Seedheads in the Garden, Noel Kingsbury, Timber 
Press, 2006.

Noah’s Garden, Restoring the Ecology of Our Own 
Backyards, Sara Stein, Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1993.

snAG shelter: Tree 
stumps make a comfortable 

haven for cavity-nesting 
birds like nuthatches or 

woodpeckers.
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not there by growing it in your yard,” says 
Selk. In high-density areas, the NWF’s 
del Giudice notes that you can attract 
hummingbirds to your deck by growing 
container plants with tubular flowers 
like fuchsias, salvia, and penstemon. 
Large containers can even hold shrubs 
and small trees. The hummers will also 
appreciate a shallow dish of water. 

Feed the birds…please!
All birds need water for drinking and 

bathing. A birdbath should be shallow 
and gently-sloping, and cleaned often. 
CeCe Napier, Nursery Manager at The 
Nursery at Mount Si, recommends a 
good spray with the hose at least once a 
week. She says birds love running water. 
The Nursery at Mount Si offers birdbaths 
with a recirculating fountain. Place the 
birdbath where you can enjoy watching, 
but not too close to shrubs in which cats 
can hide. Birds are vulnerable when 
bathing. 

Birdfeeders are a good way to pro-
vide supplemental food, especially in 
Winter. “If you start feeding,” says Selk, 
“be consistent through the whole sea-
son.” Different birds 
will come, depending 
on what you feed them. 
Woodpeckers are at-
tracted to suet cake; 
finches  like thistle. 
But if bears roam your 
area, maybe just grow 
food-producing plants 
and skip the feeders. 
Selk asks, “Why tempt 
fate by putting out extra 
stuff that’s easy for the 
bears to get?”

According to Na-
pier, while robins will 
nest almost anywhere, 
most birds will only nest 
in boxes that are the 
right design and size. 
A good birdhouse should have a panel 
that opens for cleaning. Landscaping for 
Wildlife in the Pacific Northwest by Russell 
Link (1999, University of Washington 
Press), an excellent, in-depth resource, 
includes birdhouse construction plans. 
Sammamish’s Petit followed a detailed 
plan that he found for a merganser nest 
box and was rewarded some time later 
by the sight of the mother bird launch-
ing twelve babies into the lake. (“They 
looked like small brown cotton balls,” he 
says.) As for those really creative, color-
ful birdhouses, even if no one takes up 
residence, they still make great garden 
ornaments.

Don’t rush to tidy up
Instead, embrace the Japanese con-

cept of Wabi-sabi—the beauty of im-

perfection. “The garden doesn’t have to 
be manicured to be beautiful,” says del 
Giudice. Save time by leaving some seed-
heads of perennials, ornamental grasses, 
and flowering shrubs in place for seed-eat-
ing birds like sparrows and finches. The 
seedheads also add architectural interest 
to your garden in the Winter. Leaves, 
needles, and cones left on the surface of 
garden beds make a natural mulch and 
enrich the soil with nutrients as they 
break down. If a tree dies, leave a tall 
piece of the trunk in place (a snag) as 
shelter for cavity-nesting birds and food 
for insect-eating birds like nuthatches, 
woodpeckers, and wrens. Think of it as 
sculpture.

Break the pesticide habit
Nature has an amazing system of 

checks and balances. We can interfere 
with that system when we use insecticides 
and herbicides (including weed-and-
feed products). Ninety-eight percent of 
insects are helpful in the garden, either 
eating pests or helping to break down 
organic matter to make more nutritious 
soil. Some insects are food for birds. 
Audubon’s McGruder points out that one 
swallow can eat six thousand mosquitoes 
a day. But few pesticides distinguish good 

bugs from bad; when they are applied, 
soil fertility can suffer, and birds are often 
victims as well. 

If you build healthy soil with lots 
of compost, choose plants well-suited 
to their beds, and water appropriately, 
plants will be much less attractive to 
insect pests. 

Think twice before using poisons: 
Relax and let Nature work, and revel 
in diversity. When we’ve succeeded in 
attracting a wide variety of birds to our 
gardens, we have also made our yards a 
healthier place for life. Variety, it turns 
out, is not only the spice of life, it is es-
sential to it.  ■

Maia Eisen is a container garden design-
er, consultant, and garden writer. She can be 
reached at eisendesign@yahoo.com. 

Welcoming wildlife
continued from p. 8

seedheAds: It’s whAt’s For dInner. Sparrows and finches 
feast on seedheads, so no need for cleanup!
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Providing Amazing Theatre Experiences 
for Students of all Ages

RegisteR today!

Spring Classes Begin April 16, 2007
Summer Camps Begin June 18, 2007

(425) 392-1942 x148 • www.villagetheatre.org
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