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Mute Dancers: How tg Watch
a Hummingbirq
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of iridescence, 5 hummingbirg spends the day high speed,
darting and swiveling among thousands of nectar-rich blossomg,

energy to fuel their flights, so they live in 5 perpetual manjj ¢
find food. They tend to prefer red, trtumpet-shaped flowers, in

L0 OVer 1,200 times 4 minute, Feasting and flying, courting and
dueling, hummingprds consume life at 3 feyer pitch. No warm.-
blooded anima on earth uses more energy, for its size, By that
puts them a¢ great peril. By day’s end, wrung-out and exhausted,
a hummingbird fests near collapse,

In the dark night of the hummingbird, can sink into a zom,-
bielike state of torpor; jts breathing grows shallow and jgs wild
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hearts and fire up their flight muscles to raise their body
temperature for another all-or-nothing day. That demands a
colossal effort, which some can’t manage. So a lot of humming-
birds die in their sleep.

But most do bestir themselves. This is why, in American
Indian myths and legends, hummingbirds are often depicted as
resurrection birds, which seem to die and be reborn on another
day or in another season. The Aztec god of war was named
Huitzilopochtli, a compound word meaning “shining one with
weapon like cactus thorn,” and “sorcerer that spits fire.” Aztec
warriors fought, knowing that if they fell in battle they would be
reincarnated as glittery, thuglike hummingbirds. The male birds
were lionized for their ferocity in battle. And their feathers flashed
in the sun like jewel-encrusted shields. Aztec rulers donned
ceremonial robes of hummingbird feathers. As they walked, colors
danced across their shoulders and bathed them in a supernatural
light show.

While most birds are busy singing a small operetta of who and
what and where, hummingbirds are virtually mute. Such small
voices don’t carry far, so they don’t bother much with song. But
if they can’t serenade a mate, or yell war cries at a rival, how cz
they perform the essential dramas of their lives? They dance
Using body language, they spell out their intentions and mood
just as bees, fireflies or hula dancers do. That means elaboral
aerial ballets in which males twirl, joust, sideswipe and somersa
Brazen and fierce, they will take on large adversaries—even
dogs or humans.

My neighbor Persis once told me how she’d been needlec
hummingbirds. When Persis lived in San Francisco, humm
birds often attacked her outside her apartment building.
their perspective she was on #heir property, not the othe
round, and they flew circles around her to vex her awz
encounters with hummingbirds have been altogethe
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sands of miles over
South America. She may we
leown to the Aztecs, Altogether,
mingbirds in Norch America,
', especially near the equato
Of blossoms, The tiniest—the

!;et }Ilmed in gauze, and fed i SUgAr water from an eye dropper

H(:l mer; ;n;zz'eglcm, as she l:vatched, “it miscarried 2 litele pearl »
1rd eggs are the size of coffee beans -

> and females

Xsfl::rllz carry two. So Jeanne knew one mighe still be safe inside,
quiet night, the hummingbird seemed stronger, and
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Itwas a ruby-throated h
One native to the Eagt Coast. In the winter the

Il have been visited by a species
there are 16 species of hum-
and many dozens i South Amer-
I, where they can feed on a buffer
Cuban bee hummingbird—_jg the
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smallest warm-blooded animal in the world. About two and one-
eighth inches long from beak to tail, it is smaller than the toe of
an eagle, and its eggs are like seeds.

Hummingbirds are a New World phenomenon. So, too, is
vanilla, and their stories are linked. When the early explorers
returned home with the riches of the West, they found it impos-
sible, to their deep frustration, to grow vanilla beans. It took
ages before they discovered why—that hummingbirds were a key
pollinator of vanilla orchids—and devised beaklike splinters of
bamboo to do the work of birds.

Now that summer has come at last, lucky days may be spent
watching the antics of hummingbirds. The best way to behold
them is to stand with the light behind you, so that the bird faces
the sun. Most of the trembling colors aren’t true pigments, but
the result of light staggering through clear cells that act as prisms.
Hummingbirds are iridescent for the same reason soap bubbles
are. Each feather contains tiny air bubbles separated by dark
spaces. Light bounces off the air bubbles at different angles, and
that makes blazing colors seem to swarm and leap. All is vani
in the end. The male’s shimmer draws a female to mate. But tha
doesn’t matter much to gardeners, watching hummingbirds
patrol the impatiens as if the northern lights had suddenly falle;
to earth.




