Feathered Friends 
Enthusiast Pamela Clark says parrots are "the interface between the wild and man in civilization", and that birds may possess the power to "finally convince man of the need to preserve what is natural and most precious." Many folks who have birds as companion animals take great pleasure in their antics and vocalizing. Often parrots bond with only one person. They tend to form definite likes and dislikes. Here's what a few of their human companions have to say: 

The family of Kyle and Judy Peters are thrilled with their gorgeous young Eclectus parrot (average life span eight years in captivity)—their very first companion bird." She's definitely cuddly and very affectionate—she likes everybody," Judy reports." Parrots are definitely messy, but it's not horrible, not as bad as I thought it might be. We keep wanting her to talk, but she's still really young. We get excited when she does vocalize and think maybe she's saying something that we just don't understand..."

One owner of an Amazon parrot (who prefers to remain anonymous) worked in a private zoo with all kinds of birds—cockatoos, parrots, etc.—and said they were enjoyable in that setting. In her house, however, it's different." I understand when my parrot screams that she wants or needs something, but I'm not always capable of meeting her needs. It's like having another child... I think it's better when they can get out of the cage—my dogs would eat her alive!"

Marvene and Harry Reagan of Placerville have horses, dogs and a cat, too, but Harry says their African Grey (a small type of parrot) named Scarlett is "the most interesting of our animals—no question. She has an extensive vocabulary and can mimic almost any sound. She can do a conversation between me and my wife, mimicking both or our voices perfectly. And she says things perfectly in context—she says 'Cracker!' when she's hungry, 'Good morning!' when we first come down the steps, 'Come here!' when she wants attention. She does demand time... Try to make sure the bird you choose has the intelligence of a three-year-old child (as African Greys often do) but not that level of emotional immaturity!" Captive African Greys live about fifteen years. 
Karen Derrick , our office manager, says, "I love to hear my canaries sing! They're actually harder to take care of than my parrots, though, and they are messy—even though they stay in their cage, they throw seeds everywhere !"

Doves and Pigeons 

Debbie Reed tells us, "I've had brain-dead doves and smart doves. The one I have now is smart, likes people, coos year-round." Our clinic doves are now in their twenties and raised many eggs. We suspect that one of the reasons for their long lives is their Harrison's pelleted food. It will be interesting to see how long they continue to soothe us with their cooing . 

Debbie has had pigeon Pidge at least twenty years. "He's smart—knows his name and starts talking to you. But birds are so good at hiding their symptoms. All the sudden it's: Oh my gosh! And they're really sick—you have to keep a close eye on them." 

Sidebar—Karen Derrick writes about her Amazon parrot.

"I slip the key into the lock and slowly open the door. A little voice comes out of the emptiness: ‘Hello!' No matter how my day went, that greeting always brings a smile and a warm, fuzzy feeling. ‘Hello, Sunshine, how was your day?' I respond, and a garbled dialogue follows. 

Sunshine is a Double-Yellow-Headed Amazon that came into my life about nineteen years ago when I really needed a ray of ‘Sunshine' in my life. Since then we've traveled to California and Mexico and back, gone shopping and camping together. She rides on my shoulder while I run the sweeper or wash dishes, sometimes grabbing my ear for balance. The collars of my blouses are chewed-up, buttons broken or missing; white racing stripes line my back and my carpet has tell-tale white spots that may vacuum up when dry. Parrots are definitely not for fastidious housekeepers.... 

Sunshine has an opinion on everything and joins enthusiastically into all conversations in her presence. All telephone calls are for her and the entire neighborhood knows when I go outside without her. 

Tomorrow morning she will share my breakfast, and as I leave, I say ‘Bye-bye, Sunshine.' 

And a little voice will answer, 'Bye-bye!'"

Fly Away Home 

Many of you know that for years Morningstar has supplied free veterinary care to an assortment of wild creatures, from baby prairie dogs to full-grown eagles, through the Division of Wildlife. Folks appear at our front desk with hummingbirds and horned owls, mourning doves and redtail hawks. If young birds are basically healthy but too immature to be on their own, we pass them on to a wonderful local woman who feeds and cares for them until old enough to fend for themselves. Sometimes homeopathic first aid, cage rest, and a few free meals are all that's needed, or Dr. Hooley might treat an injured leg. 

It's always exciting when we get one of the big raptors in the clinic—look into the eyes of a golden eagle and you see wildness glaring back at you. Raptors go to licensed rehabilitation facilities. One recent patient, a female peregrine falcon brought in by Bob Dwyer because it was unable to fly, ended up at Frisco Creek Wildlife Hospital in the San Luis Valley. There, specialist Dr. Dietrich and his technician (and wife) Susan installed a toggle pin in the bird's radius and applied a figure-8 wing wrap. A month later, the peregrine attempted her first flight—with success! She will probably always hold her repaired wing a bit lower when perched, but looks forward to re-release into the wild. 

Here's a great (easy and inexpensive!) winter treat for the small wild birds in your neighborhood:

Seed Cornbread 
Prepare a package of cornbread mix as directed, using an extra egg (and the egg shells crumbled into the mixture also.) Add 1 cup bird seed. If the mixture is too dry, add a little more water. Bake as directed on package. Cool. Cut into serving size pieces (no nibbling!) Freeze in small freezer bags until needed. Defrost and crumble into pieces onto a platform feeder and watch the birds devour it! 
How Time Flies!

More than twenty years have passed since Dr. Hooley received a pair of white doves as a birthday present from her sister. (We won't mention which birthday...) Only a few months old, the "peace doves" became mates and produced many offspring that found good homes here in Montrose. Their breeding days are definitely over, but these doves have thrived a lot longer than expected. Adequate space and stability factor in their longevity, but Dr. Hooley primarily credits proper feeding. 

"I'd state unequivocally that an all-seed diet is deadly," she says.
Our clinic doves eat a high-quality pelleted food appropriate for their size, as well as brown rice, peas and corn. We cook the rice and freeze it in ice cube trays, then thaw what we need by placing a small amount of rice and frozen veggies in hot water. It sits until thawed only, then we pour off the water and mix the rice and veggies with the pellets. Most domestic cagebirds will thrive on a diet that is at least 80% pelleted food and 20% rice & veggies. Parakeets, who so often survive only two or three years, may continue well into their teens with proper nutrition! 

Doves aren't picky eaters compared to many other types of birds, but it still took about six months for us to convince them that they couldn't eat seeds forever; they pecked and kicked at the mixture in their dishes, flinging the pellets into their cage (and on the floor). We threw away a lot of food, but perseverance paid off, and the soothing sound of their cooing continues to make our waiting room more "natural" and less intimidating. Birds wild and tame enrich our lives, and you can keep your pet avians healthy longer with proper diet and basic care. Some varieties (especially parrots) require beak, wing and nail trims. Many are sensitive to drafts and develop respiratory problems. "A hospital cage" may be enough to turn an ailing bird's health around: wrap the cage (except for the door) with Saran wrap and bring the temperature up to 85-95 degrees—but don't cook the little critter! 

If you don't know the gender of your bird (and you care), we are in touch with a service in Florida that can sex your pet using the DNA in its feathers—call for more info, and feel free to request our various informational handouts and library materials on pet birds. We currently sell a high-quality pelleted food for a number of varieties, so start your bird on a quality diet early—and don't give up!

