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The Wi ld  S ide

They’re Baaack!

March 21st officially denotes the beginning of spring in the northern hemisphere 

but at my house I consider it to be on May 5th with the arrival of the humming-

birds. With most of our snow and blustery weather behind us, their appearance 

represents a new beginning filled with wildflowers, warm sunny days, gentle 

breezes, and hope.

The broad-tailed hummingbirds are the first on the scene. Traveling from their 

main wintering grounds in Mexico and extending to Guatemala, they prefer to 

breed in the coniferous forests and flower-laden meadow habitat that the Rocky 

Mountains provide. Similar to the ruby-throated hummingbird, they are medi-

um-sized (about 3.75 inches in length) bright metallic green on their back and 

crown with buff colored under parts and a rounded tail. The male at 3.16 grams 

in weight sports a rosy-magenta throat patch or gorget. One unmistakable char-

acteristic of the male is the loud cracking trill produced by the narrow tips of his 

primary wing feathers while in flight. The female at 3.6 grams has rusty flanks 

with black spots on her throat and outer tail feathers that go from rust colored 

to black and then white on the bottom edges of her tail. They both can consume 

up to 50% of their body weight in nectar each day. They also have been known to 

feed on spiders and various insects to supplement their diet. The only time that 

I’ve seen a hummingbird on the ground was a few years ago when I watched one 

gorge itself with meandering carpenter ants for ten minutes.

The broad-tail lays its clutch of two white eggs shortly after its arrival and the 

female incubates them for a period of 16-17 days. The nest is constructed of 

rootlets and moss, held together with strands of cocoon and spider web silk. The 

inside of the nest is then lined with plant down and the outside decorated with 

specks of bark or lichen. Positioned on a horizontal branch 1-4 meters above the 

ground, the young fledge in 21-26 days.

The male broad-tail is very protective of his territory and if you’ve ever fed 

the hummingbirds, you’ve 

observed this behavior. Once 

claiming a feeder as his own, he 

will patiently allow his mate to 

feed but vigorously chase away 

any potential usurpers and un-

invited guests from their food 

source. Naturally he can’t keep 

all of the hungry interlopers at 

bay and in a few months an-

other challenger will dispel his 

tenuous dominance.

The feisty rufous hummingbird boasts the longest migration route of any U.S. 

hummingbird of 12,000 miles beginning as far away as Panama, up the west-

ern coast to Alaska, and down the eastern side of the Rockies. Smaller than the 

broad-tail, the male has a non-iridescent rufous-orange crown, tail, and sides 

with a white breast and brilliant orange gorget. The females are almost indistin-

guishable from the female and juvenile broadtails. They often spread their tail 

feathers to ward off intruders at feeders. Magnificent swooping aerial displays, 

chittering, and clacking of bills ensue as they displace the larger and less maneu-

verable broadtails and other competing rufouses.

With a heart rate of ten beats per second and wing beats of 50-75 per second, 

hummingbirds burn energy at an alarming clip. When temperatures dip below 

44 degrees Fahrenheit, they have the ability to enter torpor. By slowing their 

metabolism, valuable energy is conserved and their body temperature lowers to 

54 degrees. By the end of September it is time for them to move on as another all 

too short summer season has passed.   
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