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An Encounter with the Eastern Bluebird
by Herb Unkrich, District Coordinator & Director for East Central Illinois Bluebird Society

The Eastern Bluebird had 
been on the endangered list 
but came off the endangered 
list in 1999 mainly due to the 
actions of individuals putting 
up nest boxes. They had been 
on the endangered list due to 
widespread insect spraying of 
the chemical DDT and also 
due to towns expanding.  As dead trees containing woodpecker 
holes were cut down to make way for subdivisions, there were 
fewer and fewer places for the birds to build their nests.   Blue-
birds would often build their nests in holes in fence row posts, 
but farmers were gradually doing away with fence rows. Provid-
ing man-made nest boxes has certainly helped this species. 

 The Bluebirds’ diet is made up of insects, worms and fruit. 
You can help them out by providing meal worms. I have 
the pair in my yard trained to come and eat meal 
worms out of a bowl when I whistle. Some of 
the Bluebirds will winter over here in the mid-
west and others will head south to warmer parts. 
It helps to have your nest box up by mid February as 
they will start picking out their nest box. Due to the 
very cold winter and the severe ice storms we had, 
there are concerns that the food supply of these birds 
was encased in ice for several days.

 Bluebirds build neat cup-shaped nests made from fine grass 
or pine needles. After they build their nest, they will start to 
lay eggs in 5 to 7 days. They will lay 1 egg a day until they have 
a complete clutch which is usually 4 to 5 eggs. The female will 
start sitting on the eggs when the last egg is layed. It will take 13 
to 14 days for them to hatch and then they will fledge in 17 to 
21 days. Humans can look into the nest box once a week with-
out driving them off, but should stop looking when the babies 
are 12 to 14 days old so they don’t try to leave the box too soon. 
After they fledge the box, the old nest should be cleaned out and 
disposed away from the box so that cats or raccoons don’t pick 
up the smell. They will build 1 to 3 nests per year and could start 
a new nest in 7 to 14 days after the babies have fledged! At this 
point “dad” will feed the young and teach them how to hunt for 

food while “mom” starts the next nest.

Need assistance or more information 
on Bluebirds? Contact Herb at 

bluebirdherb@yahoo.com or 
call (309) 673-1074.

Photos courtesy of Herb Unkrich
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by Cathy Bandeko

If you look forward to early spring color, you must plant at 
least one of these shrubs! All three are excellent candidates 
for very early spring color and for beautiful fall foliage. You can 
even force the branches indoors if you are one of those who 
just can’t wait for the calendar. Each of these three shrubs are 
in our garden.

We have 3 pussy willows. The largest one is located in the 
Bulb Garden. The other two are directly behind the pond 
against the brick wall.  This shrub’s most well known feature 
is the purplish-brown catkins that appear in central Illinois in 
early to mid March. The Pussy Willow is an oval shaped shrub 
(or small tree) that will grow to be 15-25’ in height with a 
spread of about 12-25’ at full maturity.

The Pussy Willow is a very fast grower and prefers acidic, 
loamy, moist, rich well-drained soils. It grows best in full sun 
to partial shade. Pruning pussy willows will control their size 
and promote vigorous new branches 
that yield larger catkins. Winter is 
an excellent time in which to prune 
many plants, taking advantage of their 
dormancy. However, in the case of plants 
that bloom on shoots produced during 
the previous growing season, winter 
pruning robs you of this spring’s blooms. 
Fortunately, this is not a problem with 
pussy willows. For although the catkins 
do appear on last season’s shoots, they 
arrive in late winter. Simply harvest 
the pussy willows, then complete your 
pruning of the bushes. 

When the forsythias bloom you will 
get an overwhelming urge to plant one. 
What would spring be without these  
vibrant yellow blooms? We have two 
forsythias in our garden (Forsythia ovata 
‘Spring Glory’,) one on each side of the 
Pussy Willow. 

Forsythia is an 8-10’ shrub that has a tendency to get a bit 
gangly, so regular pruning is a good idea. To keep forsythias 
looking as good as possible and flowering well, they should be 
pruned every few years by the renewal method. Each spring 
after flowering, use loppers to prune out the largest stems 
to the ground to stimulate new growth from the crown and 
remaining stems. The remaining stems can then be shortened 
to shape. Remove 1/4 of the plant starting the fifth year after 
planting to encourage new basal shoots.

You may be unfamiliar with Witch Hazel. Our Witch Hazel 
is located right beside the Vegetable Garden. This large shrub 
will grow to 6-10’ tall and 6-12’ wide. It features fragrant 
bright yellow strappy shaped flowers with very narrow petals 
in early spring. Once the flowers fade, the leaves appear. It has 
elliptical coarse toothed leaves with prominent veins with a 
finely hairy texture on the underside of the leaf. These leaves 
remain late in the season, turning bright reds, oranges and 

yellows in the fall. Once the leaves drop, two 
shiny black seeds appear and remain through 
the winter. Witch Hazel prefers moist, well-
drained soil, but it will tolerate wet sites.

Native Americans used Witch Hazel in 
poultices for painful swellings and tumors. 
Today, Witch Hazel is used to contain bleeding 
and excessive mucous discharge from the 
alimentary canal. It may be applied topically for 
external hemorrhoids, varicose veins, bruises, 
sprains and localized inflamed swellings, spots 
and blemishes. It can also be applied to insect 
bites and minor burns such as sunburn. It is 
most  well known in the form of distilled Witch 
Hazel, which may be used externally and 
internally, wherever there has been bleeding. It 
is a common ingredient in eyedrops, aftershave 
lotions and cosmetic preparations.

The Harbingers of Spring - Pussy Willow, Forsythia & Witch Hazel

Photos courtesy of Hubert Steed.
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        Teachers, Teachers . . . Announcing FREE STUFF!!!

12 oz. dried mini mostaccioli or penne
    (about 4 cups uncooked)  
2 cups cherry tomatoes, quartered
1 medium cucumber, halved 
    lengthwise and sliced
4 green onions, sliced
1/3 cup pitted kalamata olives, halved
1/2 cup olive oil
1/2 lemon juice
2 Tbsp. chopped fresh basil or 
    2 tsp. dried basil, crushed

 Method: 
1. Cook pasta according to package directions. Drain in colander. Rinse with cold water; drain again.

2. In a large bowl toss together the cooked pasta, tomatoes, cucumber, green onions, and olives.

3. In a screw-top jar combine the olive oil, lemon juice, basil , the 2 tablespoons oregano, anchovy paste (if you are using), 
   garlic, salt, and pepper. Cover and shake until mixed well.  
4. Cover and chill in refrigerator for at least 2 hours or up to 24 hours. To serve, add feta cheese; toss. Sprinkle fresh oregano leaves. 
Serves 12-16 as a side dish.

2 Tbsp. chopped fresh oregano or
    2 tsp. dried oregano, crushed
1 Tbsp. anchovy paste (optional)
4 to 6 cloves garlic, minced
1/4 tsp. salt
1/4 tsp. ground black pepper
1 cup crumbled feta cheese (4 oz.)
Fresh oregano leaves

Anchovy paste is found in 
the pasta isle.
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Greek Pasta Salad  

If you would like to see your recipe in an upcoming newsletter, send it to de@smileygraphix.com. 

by Linda Simpson

Now that I have your attention, please note that 
this is a shameless plea for you ALL to make use of the 
courtyard garden, all year long, but especially in the 
spring.  It’s free!!  Use it across the curriculum, use it 
to enhance and develop your 

students’ powers of observation.  
It’s not just there for the 3rd graders 
to plant a vegetable garden each 

year.  It’s not just there for teachers 
to enjoy lunch outdoors on a warm, 
spring noontime.  It’s meant to be used 
actually year round.  Math, science, 
and even social studies come alive 
when you can make an outdoor connection.  Last spring I 
observed a certain English teacher having his students spread 
out throughout the courtyard, choose a plant and then describe 
it in detail.  Now that’s using the garden!

All classes could begin right now, spending 
observation time each week, journaling and 
documenting the changes they see, recording, 

measuring, etc.  Spring time is when all the BIG, almost daily 
changes occur, so be there where and when it’s happening.  In 
the wall pockets near the door, you will find laminated copies 
of the plants in each of the separate garden areas.  Predict 

which ones will appear 
first!  “Adopt” a particular 
garden and document the 
weekly changes that can 
be observed.  This is NOT 
meant to be something 
added to the already full 
load of your curriculum, but 
please think of ways it can be 

used to enhance the various areas of curriculum.
There is a spiral notebook in the wall pocket and we are 

asking that you have one student date and write a short entry 
in it whenever your class uses the courtyard.  Even if it is just 

to take advantage of the warm 
weather and to read outdoors . . . 
Include the following:

• Date • Class • Time • Activity

If you are interested in asking for 
ideas, or would like to have a guided 
tour of the garden area or have any 
questions, please contact Linda 
Simpson at 699-0280 or tlsimpson@
mchsi.com. 

Recipe provided by Bev Schneider

 “Imagine a classroom with sky for a ceiling and earth 
for a floor.  A room without walls or desks, where 

young scientists explore the world of bugs; mathemati-
cians measure rainfall; budding writers record their 

observations; and actors rehearse on a natural stage.”
                             (Boston Schoolyard Initiative)



Learning Resources
www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/kids/index.html . . . Kids gardening 
www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/gpe/case5/c5m1.html . . . Science projects for grades 4 and 5 
www.kidsgardening.com . . . Garden projects, crafts and classroom information 

Learning Garden Contacts:
Cathy Bandeko, Master Gardener - Home: 383-4802 • Cell: 208-6518 • e-mail: cbandeko@multiad.com 
Linda Simpson, Teacher - Home: 699-0280 • Cell: 696-9587 • e-mail: tlsimpson@mchsi.com
De Ingles, Germantown Hills Edu. Foundation Member - Home: 383-2662 • e-mail: de@smileygraphix.com

  Learning Garden 

Wish List
  Would like to donate something to the 
Learning Garden?  Here is a list of items 
we would enjoy having . . .

•	 3	outdoor	table	&	chair	sets	

•	 Garden	gloves
 and trowels

•	 Bird	Houses
 and hangers

		Please	call	383-2662	for	more	information.

Order an Engraved Paver, Stepping Stone or Cap Stone
Purchasing a brick, stepping stone, or cap stone 

engraved with names of important individuals is a 
creative and affordable way to immortalize memories 
while contributing to the Germantown Hills 
Educational Foundation. Order forms and a brochure 
are available at the Elementary, Middle and Jr. High 
offices for your convenience. If you are a business and 
would like information about having your company 
logo engraved, contact De at 383.2662 or email to  
de@smileygraphix.com.

								A	BIG	Thank	You!
 
      . . . to the Ms. Thomas and her science class 
for making fresh Bluebird food and maintaining 
the feeders in the garden. 

       . . . Mrs. Zalar for also helping to maintain the 
birdfeeders

       . . . Mr. Unkrich for being our cover story 
contributing writer 
      . . . Mrs. Braskich for her kind 
assistance with the Learning Garden 
newsletter.

If you’d like to receive an electronic 
version of this newsletter contact us 
at de@smileygraphix.com.

Calendar of Events
Garden Spring Cleanup Day: May 1

Statue Dedication: May 15 at 1 p.m.

Learning Garden Open House and
  Dedication: September 18


