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Treasure in the Trees: Scientific Clues in Birds' Nests [Slide Show]
Nests offer clues about natural history, climate change and their owners' mating habits

By Nina Bai
August 2011 Issue

Environment




From twigs and grasses to sheep’s wool and horsehair, birds weave their world into their nests. The homes they leave behind thus provide clues about their lives and their environment, much as archaeological sites supply glimpses of human history.
The architectural diversity of nests has been used to untangle the complex genealogy of South American songbirds; remnants of prey found in bald eagle nests have revealed the birds’ food habits; and carbon dating of feathers and droppings in ancient falcon nests has yielded evidence for the timing of ice-sheet retreats in Greenland. Ongoing research, including a paper published in the journal Science earlier this year, shows that birds use nest decor to compete for mates and communicate with one another more often than previously recognized.
Nest collecting was a popular boyhood hobby in the 19th century but is now banned throughout much of the world. Most of the images here come from Nests: Fifty Nests and the Birds That Built Them (Chronicle Books, 2011), in which photographer Sharon Beals showcases samples from museums. Lloyd Kiff, a former director of the Western Foundation of Vertebrate Zoology in Los Angeles (which holds the world’s largest collection, with 18,000 specimens), says that nests remain a largely untapped scientific resource. They are not just for the birds. 
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» View the birds' nests slide show.
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