Educating the Public: How to
Host a Martin Event

Lance D. Wood
2800 James Drive
Alexandria, VA 22303

Ron & Priscilla Kingston

Martin colony on a farm in Central Virginia, and for each

of the last ten years | have hosted a “Purple Martin Field
Day” there. Field Days are free events where all interested
persons are invited to see my martin colony, listen to a two-
hour lecture on martin management, and have their questions
about Purple Martins answered. Field Days are intended to
inspire, encourage, and educate the attendees so that they will
establish their own martin colonies and manage them well. All
ten of my Purple Martin Field Day events have been well
attended. In 2004, about 145 guests were present, a typical
level. Both aspiring and current martin landlords attend and
benefit greatly from those events. | have learned much myself
from hosting these Field Days, and | wish to share my experi-
ences with other landlords, to encourage them to host similar
events, and to offer suggestions for hosting a successful event.
If you are an experienced landlord inclined to host an event,
here are some things that you should do:

(1) Commit to hosting a Field Day or similar event. There
is a great and urgent need for better educated landlords. The
questions and comments of the attendees at my Field Days
demonstrate clearly that many people want to be responsible
and successful martin landlords, but most lack accurate,
reliable information that would allow them to establish and
maintain martin colonies. Many not only are woefully ill-

F or the last twelve years | have maintained a large Purple

informed about the basics of martin management, but also do
not know where to obtain knowledge. The Field Day tries to
solve those problems through lectures, practical, on-site dem-
onstrations of martin management, distribution of numerous
free publications, and introduction of all guests to the Purple
Martin Conservation Association (PMCA) as a resource to answer
their questions in the future. If you are an experienced
landlord who already has this knowledge, you have the
essentials for hosting an educational event. Commitment is
the only additional requirement.

(2) Publicize the event. Most attendees will live within
about 150 miles of the site where the event takes place.
Encourage area newspapers to run news stories on the host’s
successful martin colony and the upcoming field day event.
Newspapers are often eager to run upbeat feature stories on
local martin colonies and on upcoming martin field days; such
stories often include eye-catching color photographs of mar-
tins and martin housing. Of course, to be effective, such
newspaper articles must provide accurate information on the
date, location, and points of contact for the field day event.
Placing similar announcements in the spring newsletters of all
bird clubs in the region will also help publicize the event.

Also post a notice of the field day on the PMCA’s website
at least a few months in advance of the date. The PMCA
website and other martin websites provide information on
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upcoming martin events, and many persons interested in
martins visit those websites. By posting well in advance of the
event, you may attract help. Obviously, itis very helpful if the
event host can work with collaborators and colleagues who
will take on some of the burden of publicizing and putting on
the field day event. | have been fortunate to have the
invaluable support and assistance of my mother and of two
bird-loving friends, Ron and Priscilla Kingston; without their
help, | could
never have
hosted ten suc-
cessfulfield days.
The field day
team must plan
and deal with the
obvious practical
requirements for
hosting an out-
dooreventinthe
summer, includ-
ing: renting a
“portable-
potty”, provid-
ing ice waterand
other refresh-
ments, reserving
a “rain date” in
case the sched-
uled date for the
field dayisrained
out, etc. The
modest costs of
putting on the
field day can be
easily reim-
bursed by put-
ting out a container for voluntary donations from the guests.

(3) Hold the field day event at the site of a successful purple
martin colony. Hold it on a Saturday for the convenience of
most attendees, and hold it at the height of the nesting season,
starting in the morning, while the martins at the site are
numerous and active. One essential goal of the field day is to
inspire every attendee to devote the time, effort, resources,
and dedication necessary to establish a martin colony and to
maintain and protect it properly. When a visitor witnesses the
delightful spectacle and sounds of a thriving martin colony, he
or she may well become determined to establish and maintain
amartin colony. Moreover, holding the field day at the site of
an active martin colony allows the host to point out and
demonstrate important facts on topics such as the proper
location, height, and design of martin gourds and housing,
proper placement of pole guards, etc.

(4) Cover the basics of martin management. By lecture
and practical demonstration the field day host should educate
the attendees on the basic “state of the art” in martin colony
management, as promoted by the PMCA and substantiated by
the host’s own experiences. Most attendees will be new to
martin management and will be more interested in basics as
opposed to advance techniques like supplemental feeding or
care of injured birds. In my opinion, the essential basic topics
to cover at a proper Martin Field Day should include:

(@) Where to establish a martin colony: The host should
describe the sort of locations most likely to attract and sustain
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Left: Field Day host Lance Wood greets some of the guests at the 1995 event.
Above: The starring role at the Field Day is filled by the approximately 100 pairs
of martins nesting at the Wood farm. A discussion on how to prepare gourds
for martin housing is part of the Field Day lecture.

a martin colony (e.g., locate martin housing in an open area
near an occupied human dwelling or work place, away from
the dangers of busy roads or tall trees), and should explain the
use of the Dawnsong recording, “martin decoys”, etc. Also
explain that new sites are most often colonized by subadults,
and that it often takes a while to establish a new colony site.

(b) What housing is most attractive to and beneficial to
martins. Opinions vary on this subject, but many successful
martin landlords
seemto share my
view that gourds
make the best
martin housing.
Although | offer
my colony’smar-
tins the best alu-
minum houses
currently avail-
able, every year
all (or almost all)
of the martins
choose to nestin
large natural
gourds. Thisyear
every martin pair
is nesting in one
my 125 natural
gourds, each of
which has been
painted white,
and provided
with an access
door for nest
checks, a star-
ling-resistanten-
trance hole
(SREH), aPVC elbow for added ventilation, and a large canopy
over each entrance hole made of sheet aluminum sheathing,
which serves as both as an owl guard and rain-guard. Because
not every prospective martin landlord has the time to process
natural gourds for martin housing, | also promote the use of
plastic SuperGourds purchased from the PMCA. In my opin-
ion, each SuperGourd should be provided with a sheet alumi-
num owl/rain guard canopy that extends five or six inches
beyond astarling-resistant entrance hole, plusa PVC elbow for
ventilation. The Natureline plastic gourd with SREH is an
acceptable alternative. Every gourd should be hung so that it
can swing forward and backward, to make it more difficult for
owls or hawks to clutch onto the gourd. If a martin landlord
wants to use stationary houses rather than gourds, each house
should have SREHSs, enlarged nesting compartments, ad-
equate ventilation, and reliable owl guards. Whether natural,
plastic, wood or aluminum, all martin housing must be easily
raised and lowered, and should have accessible compartments
with removable nest trays to facilitate nest checks and nest
replacements.

(c) Housing should have sturdy reliable support. The
pipes that support martin housing must be strong enough to
withstand the powerful wind gusts of summer thunderstorms.
Much commercially available martin housing comes equipped
with thin, weak support pipes that bend over ninety degrees
or more with the first strong windstorm, thereby making the
housing useless. Fortunately, a martin landlord can substitute
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much thicker pipes (e.g., thick tube steel) that are strong
enough to withstand powerful gusts. To educate attendeeson
how to do that, | make available to all Field Day attendees
copies of my article published in the Update entitled “Protect-
ing Martin Housing from Windstorms”.

(d) Dealing with native nest competitors. Several pro-
tected native species such as bluebirds, Tree Swallows, wrens,
Great Crested Fly-
catchers, etc. are
likely to compete
with martins for
the nest compart-
ments in martin
housing. If al-
lowed to persist
these competitors
may drive off first-
year martins try-
ing to establish a
new martin
colony. To mini-
mize this possibil-
ity, near my mar-
tin colony | pro-
vide an abun-
dance of nesting
boxes for those
other beneficial
native cavity-nest-
ers.

(e) Dealing
with introduced
nest site competi-
tors: The non-na-
tive and unpro-
tected European
Starling and
House Sparrow
present the greatest competitive threat to Purple Martins. In
the long run, no martin colony can prosper and survive unless
starlings and House Sparrows are eliminated from the colony
site; nevertheless, many Field Day guests are reluctant to
acceptthis harsh fact. Since most prospective martin landlords
are bird lovers, many resist the notion of trapping and
euthanizing (i.e., killing) starlings and House Sparrows. The
field day speaker needs to describe to field day attendees the
terrible depredations that starlings and House Sparrows wreak
yearly on all native cavity-nesting birds, especially martins,
bluebirds, chickadees, Tree Swallows, woodpeckers, etc. One
must frankly explain that transportation and release of star-
lings and sparrows away from the martin colony site is point-
less, since the pests return; consequently, trapping and
euthanizing starlings and sparrows is the most effective way to
solve the problem.

Using Starling Resistant Entrance Holes (SREH) on hous-
ing also helps. Even though Central Virginia is overrun with
starlings, they no longer cause any problems for my martin
colony, because all of my martin housing is now protected
with SREHs. Every starling that visits my martin colony site
finds entry through the SREHs difficult or impossible, so it then
flies to and is readily captured by the Troyer Starling & Spar-
row (S & S) Controller Trap (sold by the PMCA). The trap is
strategically located beside a barn and a small tree near my

Lance Wood has found that the martins at his site have better success when
nesting in large natural gourds equipped with starling-resistant entrances
and extended canopies that provide protection from owls.

martin colony. This location makes it irresistible to starlings,
all of which are euthanized. One must monitor the S & S
Trap’s holding cage frequently, since occasionally bluebirds,
Tree Swallows, or even martins are trapped, and a trapped
starling will kill any native bird if both are confined together
in the trap’s holding cage for even a brief period. Some House
Sparrows will not enter the S & S Trap, but they can be easily
eliminated using
the two types of
sparrow “bait”
traps sold by the
PMCA. Cracked
corn poultry feed
makes excellent
sparrow bait, and
one or more live
House Sparrows
should be left alive
in each trap to lure
in other sparrows.
By demonstrating
these simple solu-
tions, a field day
teaches martin
landlords how to
eliminate the dep-
redations of star-
lings and House
Sparrows with
ease.

(f) Protect
martin housing
against ground
predators. Every
martin nesting
structure must be
protected by a re-
liable pole guard.
A field day lecture cannot emphasize this crucial requirement
too strongly. Any martin housing that can attract and sustain
a martin colony is almost certain to be raided sooner or later
by snakes, raccoons, and other climbing predators. Any
martin housing that is not protected by a proper climbing
animal barrier will eventually be the site of a tragedy, leaving
many former martin landlords wondering why all of their
martins somehow “disappeared” during the night. | person-
ally advocate the use of the “stovepipe” pole guard, sold by
the PMCA or easily fabricated from large-diameter metal
stovepipe and hardware cloth. The bottom of the stovepipe
guard must be mounted at least three feet off the ground so
that the snake or raccoon will grasp the mounting pole and not
go up the side of the stovepipe guard itself. Asanadded safety
feature, | advocate a square of four-feet wide hardware cloth
placed on top of the stovepipe guard. Each of my martin poles
is protected by “Super Barrier,” consisting of a large, inverted,
galvanized trash can, with a five-foot square of sheet alumi-
num bolted on top of the trash can.

(9) Protect martin housing against aerial predators: The
average stationary martin house is very vulnerable to attack by
owls and hawks, since predatory birds can easily clasp onto the
porch and reach into shallow martin compartments to seize
the martins. Such housing should be modified to produce
deep, owl-resistant compartments, as shown in plans available

Jerry Uhlman
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from the PMCA. Because each of my large gourds is hung to
swing forward and backward, and is equipped with a sheet
aluminum canopy extending 5 to 6 inches beyond the en-
trance hole, they seem to be owl-proof, even though Screech
Owlsand Great Horned Owils have raided my stationary martin
houses nearby. The PMCA also sells an alternative form of owl
guard that reportedly protects gourds from owl and hawk

Entrances” and “Protecting Martin Houses from Windstorms.”
Using photostat copies from Kinkos | also provided Field Day
attendees instructions for making the stovepipe predator
baffle/pole guard; “How to Predator-proof Your Purple Martin
House,” by Carlyle Rogillio; “House Sparrow Revenge Syn-
drome,” by Steve Kroenke; “Dawnsong Instructions,” and “Com-
mercial Sources for Important Martin Products,” my own com-

attack. My pilation of
experience reliable
indicates commercial
that the so- sources for
called “owl natural and
guard” bars plastic
sold for alu- gourds, ac-
minum cessories,
houses are etc. These
probably in- publications
effective; benefit Field
owls reach Day attend-
right ees greatly,
throughand and their
pastthe bars voluntary
to get nest- donations
ing martins. reimburse
( h) the costs of
Control nest having cop-
parasites. ies made.
Blowflies (6) Al-
and nest low time for
mites can > questions
weaken or g and answers:
kill young | = Obviously,
martins if =, .\ 1 ] © the lecture
not de- A view of some of Lance Wood’s housing at the 10th Annual Field Day. Wood uses thick, topics and
tected dur- ”tube steel* pipes at his site to guard against damage from wind storms. He also uses free publica-
ing nest “Super Barrier” pole guards made from galvanized trash cans and sheet metal. tions sug-
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controlled by replacement of infested nest material. Since
practically all of my martins nest in large gourds, | have been
able to minimize nest parasite problems by placing aromatic
cedar shavings in the bottom of each gourd, two inches or
more deep. This is a major advantage of large gourds over
martin houses, since in houses the martins often kick out the
smaller quantity of cedar shavings that can be placed in even
large nest compartments equipped with nest trays, making
nest parasites harder to control.

(5) Provide take home educational materials: A martin
field day should provide attendees with free copies of publica-
tions that educate them on state-of-the-art martin manage-
ment. No field day lecture can cover adequately every
important topic, nor can attendees be expected to understand
and retain all the details about the exact dimensions of SREHS,
etc. Thus, atevery field day there should be one or more tables
piled with free copies of informative, useful publications. |
provide all attendees with copies of the PMCA product catalog
and with reprints of useful articles from the Update and similar
journals. Forexample, at Central Virginia Field Day of 2004 the
PMCA provided for distribution stacks of their 2004 catalogs
and multiple copies of the following Update articles: “Pole
Guards, Insurance for Purple Martins,” by Louise Chambers;
“Landlord Tip: Painting Gourds & Houses; the Ultimate Paint
Job,” by Charles Myers; and two Update articles by me,
“Converting Martin Houses and Gourds to Starling-resistant

are intended to educate those who attend a field day about the
most critical requirements essential to found and preserve a
martin colony. During the “question and answer” period follow-
ing the lecture, one can respond briefly to the various questions
of the attendees, dispelling myths, explaining the basic life
history of Purple Martins, etc. Many of the guests’ questions
reveal serious misunderstandings and profound lack of basic
knowledge about Purple Martins and their proper management.
Far from irritating the host, such questions merely demonstrate
how much the attendees really needed the educational opportu-
nities provided by the Field Day. Moreover, if the Field Day can
convince the guests to take their further questions to the PMCA,
or, better yet, to join the PMCA, the host can take satisfaction that
he or she has provided many future martin landlords, the PMCA,
and the Purple Martins with lasting benefits.

In conclusion, if you are an experienced landlord who can
work with people as well as martins, consider sharing your
experience and knowledge by hosting a Purple Martin Field Day
or similar educational event. No matter where you are located in
Purple Martin country, chances are you will reach many existing
and aspiring landlords who will benefit greatly from your event,
and you will enjoy meeting and working with them. And
ultimately Purple Martins will benefit too.

Lance Wood is an attorney who serves as Assistant Chief
Counsel, Environmental Law and Regulatory Programs, for
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Washington, D.C.
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