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Chapter One: The Miracle of Hummingbirds

“Where do passions find room in so diminutive a body?”

-Hector St. John de Crevecoeur


After an eternity at sea, an early European explorer and his crew step into a strange new world. Their senses are overwhelmed with scents and sounds unlike any they have ever experienced. Peculiar trees, flowers, and creatures surround them in all directions. But nothing can prepare them for the enormous insect that passes through their peripheral vision. As they turn and focus their eyes, they are astonished that this insect has . . . feathers? Speechless, they watch as it darts out of sight.


Was it a fairy? An angel perhaps? It was too large to be an insect. Too small to be a bird. If they dare tell of the “insect bird,” will anyone believe them, or simply accuse them of suffering from some exotic fever?


Even though Columbus wrote of hummingbirds in his diaries, early Europeans did not believe the first explorers’ tales of a bird that flies like an  insect. In time, as more and more eyewitness accounts reached the continent, the bird named for the sound of its lightning fast wings captured the European imagination. For centuries, indigenous peoples had considered hummingbirds to be magical. Their oral traditions, as well as the early written accounts in Europe, proved what is still true today—it’s impossible to describe hummingbirds without using superlatives.


With the most rapid wingbeats of all birds—up to 200 per second—hummingbirds certainly live in the fast lane. Yet, they are the smallest birds in the world, equivalent in size to a human thumb and weighing no more than a penny. In fact, some dragonflies are larger!  For a pound of hummingbirds, you would need to collect at least 150 of them.


By human standards, hummingbirds are confirmed sugar addicts. They can drink the nectar from as many as 3,000 flowers a day, consuming up to 75 percent of their body weight. You would have to eat 20,000 calories daily or 50 pounds of sugar to keep pace with just one hummingbird.


Hummers, as they are lovingly called by birdwatchers, are the air show of the avian world. They can fly in any direction, including backwards, and can hover in midair, their wings nothing more than a blur to the human eye.


The hummingbird’s infinitesimal heart equals more than two percent of its total body weight, is eight times faster than the human heart, and is proportionately larger than the heart of any other warm blooded animal on earth.


Its brain is comparatively larger than other birds, though still only the size of a pea. While our human brain equals only two percent of our weight, a hummingbird’s brain accounts for more than four percent of its weight. With a phenomenal memory and well-known intelligence, its cranial cavity may be pea sized, but the hummingbird is certainly no birdbrain!


Despite their improbable size, both male and female hummers are fierce and fearless, and have no qualms about jousting with any adversary (including humans) if food is at stake.


As if all of this were not enough, hummingbird feathers are so beautiful that John James Audubon called the birds “glittering fragments of the rainbow.” The males of most species sport iridescent colors that can suddenly change with the direction of the sun. Elusive reds, greens, purples, or blues are one moment brilliant, and the next, dull blacks or grays. A blaze of color bright as neon can flash with a simple turn of the bird’s head.


Such is the miracle of the hummingbird.
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