
Bird Nests Show the Ingenuity of Our Little Feathered Friends 

Recently I undertook the annual ritual of cleaning out the bird nest boxes.  At least this 

year I did it before this year’s couples started looking for nest sites.  As I went from nest 

box to nest box, I began to notice the wide variety of nesting materials that the different 

birds used, and to again marvel at the work and ingenuity that were involved in building 

their nests. 

When one considers the very tiny pieces of material that each bird finds, carries to the 

nest box and fits into just the right place in the nest, these critters go to an enormous 

amount of work, probably thousands of trips.  The one thing that cavity-nesters don’t 

have to worry about, of course, is that the nest might fall or be blown away, which I 

guess is one reason why they chose to build nests in tree cavities and in nest boxes. 

As I was taking the last-year’s nests out of the nest boxes, I soon realized that I was 

finding nests made of a number of very different materials.  One or two were made 

mostly of cedar bark. (And before anyone gets excited, we don’t live in golden-cheeked 

warbler territory, and anyway, they don’t build nests in nest boxes.) 

One box contained a nest that was largely animal hair held together with short bits of 

grass.  Several nests contained a lot of oak catkins.  These are the dangling male 

flowers seen on oaks in the spring, usually yellow-green in color resembling strings of 

tiny beads. (The female oak flowers are tiny and inconspicuous.) 

The most common nest material seemed to be a base of twigs one to two inches long 

and maybe 1/8th of an inch in diameter.  These nests seemed to then contain a cup of 

soft material, such as fine grass or feathers or lint or similar material.  Because of the 

size of the entrance hole for a couple of these nests, I know they had to have been 

made by wrens. I read where male wrens usually construct more than one nest to give 

them better odds of finding a female that will like at least one. 

There were two nests that consisted almost entirely of grass, and pieces several inches 

long at that, and these nests tended to almost fill the nest boxes from top to bottom.  I 

know at least one of these boxes belonged to English sparrows (I guess the current 

correct name is “house sparrow”), because I saw a pair bringing food to one of the 

nests. If I had seen them in the process of building the nest, rather than feeding young, I 

would have evicted the non-native critters. 

Of seventeen nest boxes, only three did not have any significant amount of nest 

material, and one of these had a wasp nest in it (which is why I always wait until after at 

least one good freeze before I clean the boxes). 



In addition to these nest boxes, I know we had a phoebe build a nest under our porch 

roof.  We had a pair of ash-throated flycatchers build a nest in a bluebird box which I 

cleaned out after their brood fledged in hopes something else would use the box later—

but nothing did. We obviously had more than one pair of cardinals raising young in 

nests around somewhere, given the number of young we saw later in the year being fed 

by their parents. 

As a naturalist I should have been more observant as to which species was nesting in 

which box so I could have identified which species built which kind of nest—but, for the 

most part, I didn’t.  Our most common birds that I believe must have nested in at least 

some of the boxes include titmice, chickadees, house finches and wrens. 

I tried looking up nesting behavior in books, but soon realized that most species are 

known to use several types of materials, perhaps depending on what is most available 

in the local area.  And I don’t know for sure if all individuals of a given species in a 

certain locality make exactly the same kind of nest. 

As a naturalist I would like to know some of these facts, but to me the most important 

thing is that we had lots birds raising young around the house and we got to watch them 

grow up. 

until next time… 
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