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Who are the Purple Martins? 

- Purple Martins, North America’s largest swallow species, are the ‘people’s bird’ as they 
depend on humans to establish a protective home to nest their babies. The males are broad 
chested with dark blue-purple coats on their backs, hence the name “Purple Martin.” The 
female on the other hand wears a duller coat, with a ‘collar’ of grey feathers around the neck. 
This distinction is consistent with other bird species as well, where the male dons a more 
attractive display of feathers.  Known as “aerial insectivores”, their diet consists of flying 
insects such as beetles, grasshoppers, cicadas, moths, wasps, tree bugs, and dragonflies.  

- According to The Wildlife Society, since 1976 the Purple Martin population has decreased by 
about 2% each year. Scientists believe this is due to unknown threats in the Amazon 
Rainforest, where they migrate to during the winter. The growth in agriculture and logging in 
the Amazon are resulting in environmental destruction which means loss of habitat.  Other’s 
propose that it is due to the widespread use of pesticides. An experiment in America and 
Canada shows that 85% of the chicks make it past fledgling the gourd. Scientists have updated 
the gourds for protection from their predators, resulting in an uprising population. The gourds 
are truly a vital tool that assists the Purple Martins in order to help them thrive, though this 
means that the younger generations will have to do their part.  

 
 
In the beginning 

- Purple Martins originally nested in hollow trees without the help from humans. However, 
things changed when the Native Americans would hang up a hollow gourd on a pole, which 
enticed the Martins to start to nest this way. The Native Americans continued to set the gourds 
up, as they enjoyed the company of this special bird. The tribes would sing and listen to the 
Martins’ songs, as they chirp to each other in the gourds. More and more Native American 
tribes started housing the birds outside their homes, resulting in the development of a long-
standing tradition. When the Europeans came to America, they enjoyed the Purple Martins 
songs as well, along with the fact that they would eat the unwanted insects, thereby curbing the 
insect populations. This trend caught on with the settlers, and they started creating the gourds 
as well. This is where the peaceful relation between humans and the Purple Martins started. It 
is quite remarkable how these birds have accepted the hospitality of humans. There was even a 
debate of whether their name should be changed to ‘The People’s Bird’. We need to conserve 
the beautiful history of the Purple Martins.    

 



Habitat - Gourds 
- There are currently nesting gourds all throughout New England. During the spring and summer 

seasons the Purple Martins come from parts of South America to New England to build their 
nest and lay eggs. At present, Tod’s Point holds three sets of gourds, for a total of 36 gourds. It 
would surprise you how fast the cute little chicks turn from eggs in to adult Martins. Each 
mother can typically lay 3-8 eggs at a time. Some of the eggs are not always viable.  The 
mothers will sometimes knock the unviable egg out of the gourd. The mother then incubates 
the eggs for 15-18 days. Once the egg has been hatched, both parents will feed the chicks. The 
young will leave the nest about 26-31 days after hatching. Originally, when the gourds are 
installed, small wood chips will be placed in each gourd and as the colony arrives, the parent 
will pick which one they would like to lay their eggs. The Martins begin by artistically setting 
up small twigs as a bed-like form. They will then get green leaves; which signifies that the 
mother is about to lay eggs.  Unfortunately, we have also seen Purple Martins bring in pieces 
of plastic in the gourd.  
 

 
Citizen Science 

- To help monitor Purple Martin populations and understand dispersal patterns, Greenwich 
teamed up with CT Department of Energy and Environmental Protect (CT DEEP) to band the 
fledglings at Tod’s Point. Juveniles are fitted with both a metal band and a colored plastic 
band. The metal band has a nine-digit number engraved on it to identify the individual, while 
the colored-band signifies the location where the bird was banded. Greenwich’s colors are 
blue, or blue and yellow (two bands) so that they can be identified in other areas.  

 
Greenwich Population  

- This year proved to be another successful year at Tod’s Point for the Purple Martin. At the 
height of the season, we had 86 eggs laid with about 70 fledglings over 19 active gourds. Next 
summer, an additional colony will be installed at Byram Park. 
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-  Ellie Tiedemann is a local resident of Tod's Point. She is an upcoming sophomore at Berkshire 
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Purple Martins were”. Sarah Coccaro and Ellie met through email and invited her to come look 
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incredible species with a fascinating background and I believe that more people should be 
aware of our feathered neighbors”.  
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