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From my Office 
Welcome!  I am starting a quarterly newsletter to be able to 
share some of my learnings about observing, attracting and 
photographing wildlife, which has led to my desire to create 
wildlife habitat around my home.  I’ve discovered it doesn’t 
take that much to make your yard friendly to birds, insects and 
other creatures that live among us, and I feel that I am making 
a small difference in helping wildlife to survive and thrive in our 
ever-expanding towns and cities.

Where I sit at my computer I overlook part of my suburban 
backyard and I’m always glancing out to see what is 
happening.  Even in a small yard there is plenty of drama if 
you look for it.
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Blog Update 

It took a pandemic but I 
finally found the time to 
write up my Tanzania safari 
trip from 2014!  Lee has 
done a wonderful job in 
formating it for our website, 
so please take a look.  I’ve 
included lots of photos for 
an armchair safari and tips if 
you are considering your 
own trip.  Link: https://
greenearthplanet.com/
2020/09/04/taking-in-
tanzania/ 

Comments? 

Please feel free to contact 
me through my main 
website, 
greenearthplanet.com, 
where you will also find my 
recent blog postings about 
nature and the archived 
newsletters.   

To be added or removed 
from the newsletter mailing 
list, please contact me 
through the website.
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In the Garden: Growing Sunflowers
As my yard project is not complete in the backyard, I had 
garden space to fill this summer and decided to grow some 
sunflowers.  My “fancy” seeds did not germinate as they were 
old, but I had great success using sunflowers seeds from 
birdseed mixes.  As the soil was rock hard it was difficult to 
amend and some of the plants were small, but several 
reached about 5’ tall with little fertilizer and daily watering. 

The first day the flowers opened I noticed three species of 
native bees and a honey bee on the flowers in less than an 
hour’s time.  The bumblebees were especially thrilled and 
slowly crawled counterclockwise around the open face, circling 
methodically in the Fibonacci sequence to harvest the pollen 
with many trips throughout each day.  It takes days for all of 
the little disc flowers to open, constantly providing new 
sources of nectar and pollen.

Wild sunflowers are native to most of North America and were 
domesticated by Native Americans around 3000 BC.  
Interestingly, it was the Russians who turned the plant into a 
commercial crop and additional hybridization occurred more 
recently back in North America.  Despite all of the upgrades, it 
seems that the native pollinators, who are familiar with a 
number of local native plants in the sunflower family, still 
recognize the domesticated sunflower as an old friend.

As sunflowers are spectacular, easy to grow, need little room (I 
have even grown them in a pot) and are beneficial to wildlife, 
they are a good addition to most gardens. 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What caused that leaf 
damage? 

If you grow sunflowers in 
Southern California, don’t be 
alarmed if some of the leaves 
become lacy with sections 
missing!   

• No sign of caterpillars 

While you might think it is insects 
causing this, in my case it is due 
to the Lesser Goldfinches who 
come to eat the new leaves! 

I’m not sure why they love these 
leaves and don’t touch other 
plants in my yard, but I am happy 
to share.  

Sonoran bumblebees 

• Sonoran bumblebees (Bombus 
sonorus)  (right) have become 
locally more common after the 
recent drought years while 
other bumblebee species are 
now scarcer. 

• Young queens find an under-
ground nest in fall and raise 
worker bees the next year. 

• Bumblebees “buzz” flowers 
including tomato, blueberry 
and eggplant to release pollen; 
honeybees cannot do this. 
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Molting 

Molting is the process of 
replacing feathers which wear out 
over time.  Each species has its 
own schedule but feathers are 
lost symmetrically.  Some of the 
possible molts are listed below: 

• Spring: non-breeding to 
breeding (brighter) plumage 

• Fall: breeding to non-breeding 
(duller) plumage 

• Juvenile to adult 

Many small bird species molt into 
adult plumage their first year, 
while some larger birds, 
including gulls and raptors, take 
several years to obtain adult 
plumage.  If you learn the pattern 
for a species you should be able 
estimate the age of sub-adult 
birds. 

Birds need a good food source 
while molting so they can grow 
healthy feathers.  If you feed birds 
please be sure to keep your 
feeders stocked and clean. 

Local Wildlife: Birds
While I love all wildlife, birds have a special place in my 
heart.  I still remember watching the bird feeder placed near 
the kitchen window of my childhood home, and any place I 
go I know I can always see some birds!  The COVID-19 
pandemic curtailed traveling so instead I have gotten to 
know better the nearby birds this spring and summer in 
various parks I can walk to from home.  Every day since 
March I’ve birded the local park and I’ve enjoyed seeing the 
ebb and flow of activity and different behaviors.  Mid- to late 
summer, though, is often a quiet time for birds but I was 
pleased to see so many fledglings this year; maybe those 
torrential April rains helped. The Song Sparrow and 
California Towhee pairs that regularly vist my yard each 
had three broods this year.  

Many of the songbirds molt in late summer; this process 
makes the bird more vulnerable so they tend to hide more 
during this time.  Migrants from the north are starting to 
arrive and fall is always an exciting time to search for birds, 
so get outside and take a look at what birds are nearby.

Male Wood Duck in non-
breeding (eclipse) plumage; 
Santee Lakes, July 2020.

Juvenile endangered California Gnatcatcher undergoing first 
prebasic molt at San Dieguito Lagoon, July 2020.
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Photo Essay: Young Birds in my Yard
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Because I let small areas in my backyard become dense with vegetation, my yard is a popular place for fledglings.  
Top: Mourning Doves still in the nest.  Left bottom: Allen’s Hummingbirds.  Right bottom: Song Sparrows.


