Flying Jewels
Hummingbirds Are
New World Treasures
by Leslie Forsberg

High atop the 25-foot flowering Bing
cherry tree in my Seattle backyard, a male Anna’s
hummingbird perches, feathers glimmering
emerald and ruby in the sun, eyes scanning the
air for rivals. I’m sitting on a lawn chair, watching
him through a pair of binoculars, thrilled by the
opportunity to observe one of these colorful birds at
rest for several minutes.

This page: An Anna’s
hummingbird feeds her
chicks, which are snug in
a nest about the size of a
golf ball. Opposite page:
A rufous hummingbird
seeks a sip of fuchsia
nectar.
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Suddenly he launches skyward, zooming to about
100 feet, then dives straight down, faster than my
eyes can follow, emitting a piercing “chirp” sound
right before he pulls out of the dive just a foot from
the top of our 20-foot plum tree.
As he repeats his dive over and over, I spy a greenand-gray female in the plum tree, watching the
dashing figure woo her with his extraordinary
speed, which can reach 60 mph. And just in case
that’s not impressive enough, he orients himself
toward the sun so that his head and neck feathers
catch the solar rays in a brilliant magenta flash as he
approaches her.
I’m reminded of a Mayan legend about the marriage of two hummingbirds that has been recounted
by various hummingbird enthusiasts. As with most
mythology, there are different versions, but I like
this one: After making all the other birds, the creator used leftover items to fashion a plain gray hummingbird, endowing it with the gift of extraordinary
flight, including the ability to hover, to compensate
for its small size. Pleased with the result, the creator
formed another hummingbird as a mate and
announced that the birds would be married. Spiders
spun webs for the hummingbirds’ first nest, and
other birds sang and offered some of their beautiful
feathers to decorate the couple. When the sun
arrived, it pledged that the hummingbirds’ feathers
would forever gleam with magic whenever the birds
looked toward the sun.
The Spaniards who colonized Mayan lands and
other parts of the Americas also became enchanted
by hummingbirds, which are found only in the
New World. Awed by the birds’ vibrant garnet-,
malachite- and sapphire-hued plumage, the
Europeans called these creatures joyas voladores,
“flying jewels.” Earlier, Christopher Columbus
had dubbed the aerobatic birds “flying marvels.”
This tiny animal—Earth’s smallest bird, ranging
in weight from less than a U.S. dime (bee hummingbird) to about two U.S. half dollars (giant
hummingbird)—has more unusual abilities than
other avian species. Hummingbirds not only can
hover—moving their wings in a figure-8 pattern—
but also fly sideways, backward as well as forward,
and even, briefly, upside down.
A hummingbird’s wingbeat can range up to 100
strokes per second. Its heart rate may exceed 1,200
beats per minute. Hummingbirds have the highest
metabolism of all birds, and must eat the equivalent
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This tiny animal—Earth’s smallest bird,
ranging in weight from less than a U.S.
dime (bee hummingbird) to about two U.S.
half dollars (giant hummingbird)—has more
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unusual abilities than other avian species.

Male Anna’s hummingbirds such as the one
approaching a flower,
top, and male calliope
hummingbirds such as
the one on a branch,
above, are known for
their vibrant throat
feathers. Anna’s may stay
in the same area yearround; calliopes migrate
about 5,600 miles roundtrip each year.

of more than their weight in flower nectar and
insects every day to survive. Some 8,000 plants
throughout the Americas are dependent primarily
on hummingbirds for pollination.
To survive at night via the energy reserves obtained while feeding during the day, a hummingbird slows its metabolism and heartbeat, reducing
its heart rate to as few as 40 beats per minute.
Most of the known 338 species of hummingbirds
live in remote tropical and subtropical regions of
Central and South America, but more than 60
species breed in North America, according to
the nonprofit Hummingbird Society, based in
Sedona, Arizona. In addition to Anna’s hummingbird (named for 19th century Italian duchess Anna
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Massena), some of the most common species seen
in the western United States and western Canada
include black-chinned, broad-tailed, calliope, rufous,
Allen’s (named for 19th century San Francisco Bay–
area bird-watcher Charles Allen) and Costa’s (named
for 19th century French marquis Louis Marie Pantaleon Costa).
Like many bird-watchers, I’ve long been fascinated
by these creatures because of their beauty, their aerial
abilities and their seeming willingness to interact
with humans. Just a few weeks ago, a male Anna’s
buzzed right up to my husband, Eric, paused midair
to hover just two feet away, and observed him with
what appeared to be curiosity. Surprised and delighted, Eric locked gazes with the tiny creature for
several moments before it zipped away.
Perhaps it was the same male I see courting a
female. If he succeeds in impressing her, they’ll have
a brief dalliance before he flies off in search of his
next conquest. Although the Mayan legend connotes long-term fidelity, hummingbirds don’t form
life pairs. Instead, the male may mate numerous
times during the breeding season, approximately
November/December to May/June, and the female
also typically mates more than once, usually producing two broods, each with two chicks.
She typically chooses a shrub or tree in which to
build a golf ball–size, cup-shaped nest—using items
ranging from spiderwebs to lichen—and lays white
eggs, each about the size of a pea, which take two to
three weeks to hatch.
The female feeds and watches over the chicks for
approximately another 20 to 25 days before they leave
the nest, and she continues to feed them for about
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