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It's easy to identify northern cardinals by their distinctive traits-most notably the male'sfiery plumage; ifyou live 

where they do, it's also ftirly easy to woo the birds to your garden BY MELANIE MDzrCKI Mdvli\NUS 

Well-known for their physical 
attributes, northern cardinals are 
more than just pretty faces. 
They're also talented musicians, 
with both males and females 
singing expansive songs. And 
while some populations move 
around a great deal during win­
ter, there is no traditional north­
south migration for these birds. 
That means if you can interest 
cardinals in your yard, you may 
be able to enjoy their beauty and 
tunes year-round. 

Once found only in the south­
eastern United States, cardinals 
greatly expanded their range 
during the last century and today 
can be seen throughout the east­
ern two-thirds of the country 
and parts of southern Canada. 
"It's possible global warming is a 
contributing factor to their range 
expansion," says Jim Pease, an 
extension wildlife specialist at 
Iowa State University, "but the 
most likely factor is the increas­
ing popularity of bird feeding." 

If you're fortunate enough to 
live in cardinal territory, it's not 
difficult to lure the birds to your 
landscape. "If you plant shrubby 
vegetation-preferably the vari­
eties that will produce edible 
fruits--cardinals will respond," 
says George H. Harrison, 
National Wildlife field editor and 
backyard birding expert. The 
birds prefer thickets and ever­
greens for nesting and roosting. 

"The cardinal's diet shows 
surprising diversity," says Mari­
lyn Mause, a wildlife biologist 
with Maryland's Wild Acres 
Program. The birds are known 
to eat more than 100 kinds of 
seeds and fruits. Native plants 

118 I NATIONAL WILDLIFE 

A NORTHERN 

cardinal 

female-tan 

with traces of 

scarlet on 

her wings, 

crest and 

tail-perches in 

apine tree with 

her mate. The 

male is well­

known for his 

bright red 

plumage 

and coal 

black mask. 

that provide these foods include 
shrubs such as serviceberry, flow­
ering dogwood and arrowwood 
viburnum, and trees such as east­
ern red cedar, white pine and 
elm. Cardinals also feed on 
insects, particularly during the 
long nesting season. 

To attract cardinals to feeders, 
set out sunflower seeds, safflower 
seeds, cracked corn or apples. 
Place the goodies on a sturdy 
platform or hopper feeder near 
shrubs or other cover. Don't 
expect cardinals to use a tube 
feeder, says David Bonter, head 
of Cornell University's Project 
FeederWatch. The birds find its 
dainty cylindrical perches diffi­
cult to stand on. 

Water, used for drinking and 
bathing, is also an important 
habitat element. To prevent 
freezing, consider maintaining a 
heated birdbath in cold weather. 

Since cardinals are aggressive, 
territorial creatures, you'll proba­
bly only attract one pair during 
nesting season, experts say, unless 
your home is on a large parcel of 

land. Don't be startled if your 
new male (or female) resident 
suddenly begins rapping on your 
windows; he likely sees his 
reflection and believes it's a rival. 
If this happens, break the bird's 
reflection by marking the win­
dow with soap or hanging 
streamers on the outside. 

During temperate months, 
cardinals are most often seen 
feeding at dusk and dawn. But 
during winter, when food is 
scarcer and territorial thoughts 
diminish, cardinals drop by 
throughout the day-and often 
bring friends. "We sometimes get 
20,30,40 cardinals at one feeder 
in winter," says Bonter. "And 
they'll sit there all day long." 
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McMANUS is based in Wiscamin. 
NWF hopes to achieve a goal of 
having 70,000 mtified backyard 
habitats by the end of2006, the 
Federations 70th yea!: To leam 
more about the initiative andgar­
deningfor wildlife, visit www.nwf. 
O1glbackyardwildlifehabitat. 
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