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Bluebirds

Excerpt from A Bird in the House: The Story of Wing Haven Garden

by Mary Norton Kratt

It started on a Sunday.

Watching from the window, Elizabeth and
Eddie Clarkson saw trouble at the bluebird house.
They knew that young nestlings had hatched in
the box in the upper garden near the house. They
watched as the adult male bluebird Rew inside
with worms for feeding the young, but Rew out
again with the worms still in his mouth. Then he
tried again. Finally the male bluebird ate the
worms himself. After waiting and hoping for the
mother bird's return, the Clarksons realized she
must have been hurt or detained.

The victim of a BB gun perhaps. For some
reason the male bluebird could not feed the
young birds. Since the bluebird boxes were built
with one side which opened, the Clarksons took
the whole nest out. The nestlings were featherless,
cold, and lifeless.

On that cold April day in 1936 when they
brought the four tiny bluebirds indoors, the
Redglings could not have been more than one day
old.

Quickly the Clarksons placed a hot water bottle
in the bottom of a wastebasket and set the nest of
bluebirds down on it. Eddie dug earthworms and
Elizabeth, with tweezers, fed the water-dipped
worm pieces, brst into one open mouth, then into
the next and the next. Eddie had to go to work in
the morning, but Elizabeth kept up the feedings
from daylight until dark every bfteen or twenty
minutes. At prst the tiny birds wouldn't lift their
heads, they were so cold. Then each would lift its
head slightly, open its mouth, then the head
would fall back down. For two weeks Elizabeth
kept feeding them continually. She said, "If |

hadn't had a husband and a cook who were
interested, | never could have raised them."

After she had been "caged" by her duties for
two weeks, Elizabeth accepted a neighbor's offer
to birdsit for her while Elizabeth went to a tea.
She stayed the afternoon, but when Elizabeth
returned, Mrs. Ginter, the kind neighbor was on
the verge of a nervous breakdown. She couldn't
get any pieces of the worms into their mouths. "It
is very hard to feed a small bird," said Elizabeth.
"You have to be quick on the trigger.”

Elizabeth knew she also had to keep the nest
clean. She explained how a mother bird feeds
them and then looks at them to see which one is
going to leave its droppings. " | did the same
thing. | could tell, because each tiny bird has a
tendency to turn its end away from its brothers.
Even if it is almost too weak to move, it turns
toward the outside. So | got an after-dinner coffee
spoon and held it under the one who would
relieve himself. The fecal matter comes in a little
sack, if the birds are healthy, and the mother Ries
away with the sack and usually drops it away
from the nest so predators won't notice the
droppings. When the young get older, they push
themselves over to the edge of the nest and drop
it over the nest's edge, but never in the nest,
unless there is something wrong with the mother
and she can't take care of it.'

Throughout the eighteen days before the birds
left the nest, the four tiny birds were insatiable.
Some days Elizabeth was kept so busy, she did
not change out of her nightgown.

The four bluebirds, whose eyes were closed
initially, became lively and took on individual
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personalities. The Clarksons named them:
Snuggler, Little Fellow, Lady, and Tommy. As th
news of their presence spread, children,
neighbors, and friends poured in to see the tiny
guests in the crowded upstairs bathroom. And so
it began. The Clarksons had no inkling what
excitement lay ahead.

When the bluebirds began to Rap their little
wings, the Clarksons guessed they would soon
leave the nest. "We went out and cut maple
branches and tied them to the four poster bed. But
they lit on everything else in the room but the
branches."

Of the four tiny blue birds, Tommy was the
precocious one. He left the nest brst. Then Little
Fellow, then Lady. But Snuggler didn't want to
leave. He bnally Rew, into the corner of an
overstuffed chair and wouldn't even look out. He
was scared to death.

Tommy took an early bath, on Eddie's bed, of
course, and soon learned to By up and
downstairs. Snuggler preferred to burrow in a
chair cornet perch cozily for hours on Elizabeth's
shoulder, or hide in her long, auburn hair when
she unpinned it. Certain favorite pastimes
claimed all four birds, however, as they grew and
moved freely in the house.

All four of them circled Eddie's gold pocket
watch, which had been a wedding gift from
Elizabeth. When Eddie took it off, it lay on his
dresser. The birds watched intently as the second
hand swept around. They pecked at it, tried to
stop it, or to catch it. Then they took turns
shaking the watch by its gold chain.

Frequently they pecked at periods in the
newspaper. If Eddie left an open book on the
table, they persistently pecked each tiny dot.

Whenever Elizabeth played her piano, the
bluebirds lit along her arms. On arpeggios they
hung on for dear life,leaning back and forth as

they would have on a swaying limb on the edge
of an open beld.

Soon the Clarksons bxed a three-foot screen box
outside a window, hinging the screen so the
growing bluebirds could Ry outside. With her
Pngers, Elizabeth pushed wriggling earthworms
into dirt-Plled pans in the window box so the
Redglings could learn how to feed themselves.
Birds learn to hear worms burrowing and they
would need that skill. For awhile, Eddie could not
get to work at his real estate ofpce before ten in
the morning, because he had to dig for worms.
Every evening he and Elizabeth trapped moths
against the door screens near the porch light.
When the couple attended garden parties, friends
were never surprised to see bugs creep or Ry from
Eddie's pockets. Wherever he went, he collected
live snacks for the bluebirds. He never came
home without tidbits. Soon the bluebirds
expected it and greeted him excitedly.

Only Tommy survived to spend a long life with
the Clarksons. Snuggler and Little Fellow died of
avian diphtheria the brst year. Lady lived several
more. She had a withered hip, but was the most
beautiful RBier of the four. Like a swallow, she
soared up and down the staircase. Lady lived
with the Clarksons for several years, but Tommy
stayed on as family for eight years, always
sleeping in the house on his favorite book.

In the beginning he slept between The Lincoln
Library and Roget's Thesaurus. His longest
lasting choice was a large, orange volume, The
Book Of Wild Pets in Elizabeth's bedroom
bookshelves.

Tommy bathed in a soupbowl in the bathroom
or in a bngerbowl in the dining room, never in
regular birdbaths outside. He often startled
dinner guests by taking a vigorous bath in the
dining room Pngerbowls. He Rew to the
Pngerbowl's edge, lit, then impulsively jumped
in, showering the linen tablecloth and everyone
present around the dinner table. When Elizabeth's
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doctor saw Tommy land on Elizabeth's orange
juice glass and take a drink, he warned, "You're
going to have avian fever and T.B.O

Tommy was a very healthy bird. He could eat
150 moths a day, or 40-50 grasshoppers. He even
ate very large black grasshoppers which he
caught outside and brought inside for his meal.
Elizabeth described how Tommy are. "He would
always take a grasshopper (this was always on
somebody's bed), and pull off the hind legs so it
couldn't hop. He took it by the head and beat and
beat and beat it until he got it soft enough to eat. |
have seen him eat grasshoppers so big | thought
he was going to die. He would sit on the foot of
the bed and put his head straight up and hold it
that way until the grasshopper could go all the
way down. He wouldn't give up. We had an
awful time in winter because there wasn't
anything to feed him. He got so tired of
earthworms.O Eddie Clarkson never said that he
got tired of digging for them.

Tommy lived inside completely for about one
year. Subsequently, Tommy mated, but that
remained outdoor business. He commuted
outdoors to his bird family daily, They lived in the
same birdhouse Tommy was born in. Whenever
Elizabeth called him, he always 3ew to her. "Even
dogs don't always do that,O she said.

Elizabeth recalled, "When the bluebirds came to
live with us, we had silk slipcovers in the living
room. They were perfectly beautiful and | was so
proud of them. There were no plastic covers at the
time. But Eddie and | said, anybody could have
new slipcovers and nobody could have an
experience like this, so we decided to just enjoy it
while we had it. So that's what we did.O

A visitor, who was visibly shocked to see
Tommy the bluebird soaring gaily around the
living room, leaned against the doorjamb in fright
and disbelief. "Oh,O she exclaimed, "did you
know there's a bird in your house?" Yes, Elizabeth
certainly did.
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The adventures of living with a precocious
bluebird in the house made good reading in the
daily newspapers. Tommy's antics became
familiar knowledge to Charlotteans. They knew
he liked to sing while the vacuum cleaner ran,
and loved to By away with pink kleenex or play
tug-of-war with ribbons. They knew he gave
photographers a bt, because he Ritted from their
cameras to their shoulders and heads and rarely
stood still to pose. School classes came from far
and near to meet him and have him sit on their
heads. When visitors sat on the living room
couch, he came over and sat on them, looked
them over, and talked to them in a very
conversational bluebird language.

"While Tommy was mating, he would often see
us in the yard,O Elizabeth recalled, "and he'd By
down and light on us. The female just had a bt
because she thought we were going to harm him.
It was miserable for her.O

Perhaps TommyOs most unusual act derived
from his instinct to feed young. He often brought
an earthworm or grub worm to Elizabeth. Ol
knew what he wanted,O she said, "because I'd
heard bluebirds make that sound when they have
something in their mouth. | knew what he wanted
so | would hold two Pngers together and he
would put whatever he had in my hand. Then
he'd take it back. I'd make that little noise and he
would walk all around and make that noise again
and put it back in my hand. This happened in the
spring, every spring. On another occasion,O
Elizabeth recalled, "one day when | was dozing, |
heard that little sound, opened my eyes, and he
had this big black spider in his mouth and was
getting ready to feed me!"

A visiting journalist for Nature magazine wrote,
OTommy was the brst bird | have known to try to
feed a person. Elizabeth would hear him give his
little call, which meant he had food for her. It was
the same note a parent bird gives when bringing
food for nestlings. Mrs. Clarkson would make a
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noise with her Pngertips, similar to that made by
little birds with their bills.

Tommy would Ry to her hand and press the
food into the space made by holding a bnger
against a thumb. Then satisbed, he would Ry
away and sing.O

Whenever Tommy was not as perky as usual,
Elizabeth, Rosetta, and Eddie searched for spiders
to feed him' They were like a tonic for him. He
immediately felt better.

Several times he almost died because of his
mischievousness. He stole a needle once, but it
was retrieved. He had a penchant for rubber
bands which almost did him in. Once when
Elizabeth had severe hayfever, her doctor had
instructed her to place a glass slide on her
windowsill in order to catch a sample of pollen.
She removed a rubber band from the box
containing the slide. Tommy stole the rubber
band and swallowed it. All remedies failed
(including mineral oil, whisky, and probing
gently with a small crochet hook). Finally a
Charlotte surgeon agreed to operate if Elizabeth
would supply a cross section diagram of a bird's
physical structure. An hour before the doctor was
due, Elizabeth was sitting by Tommy, when he
suddenly slumped over with his mouth open. She
grabbed the tip of the rubber band from his
mouth before it could go back down, then called
the doctor to thank him for his willingness.

His love of rubber bands almost killed him
several times. William R. Taylor lived on a nearby
street and because he had a degree in poultry
science, occasionally got calls from the Clarksons.
He had operated a large poultry business in
Charlotte for several years and also raised and
exhibited show birds.

One day Eddie called Bill Taylor, "Can you
come and see what's wrong?" Tommy hadn't
eaten in bve days.
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OWe sat down and observed the bird. He was
gasping. | held him and examined his throat. With
my forceps | found a piece of rubber band in his
throat. He got well immediately.O

Elizabeth remembered one particular day in
December. "Tommy was eight years old, but he
really wasn't old. It was my father's birthday
about 7:30 in the morning. Lying in bed, | heard a
little scratching. Tommy heard it too. It frightened
him and he Rew out of the bookcase into the
window shade. | thought he barely hit it, but he
fell straight down to the RBoor. | picked him up
and he died in my hand."

For the remainder of her life, Elizabeth told
garden visitors the stories of the four bluebirds
who stayed. But especially she told about Tommy;,
who splashed in dinner guests' Pngerbowls and
always came whenever she called, "Tommy,
where are you, boy? Come, Tommy."
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