Loving the purple reign
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Evan Gingerich cups a baby purple martin in his hand. In his eighth year of courting the bird, the father of seven has attracted 42 mating pairs to his homestead just south of the Kalona Cheese Factory.

For decades, rural Iowa farmers have played "landlord" to purple martins, once thought to eat up to 2,000 mosquitoes a day. But with that theory now debunked by a number of studies, Kalona Amish are setting a new standard for housing the bird locally - one based on conservation of the species and the sheer joy it brings. 

Gingerich and Jim Walters, the president of the Johnson County Songbird Project, hosted a purple- martin information stand at the Johnson County Fairgrounds July 21 to educate locals on how to court the finicky bird.

"There's a lot of bad info and a lot of bad housing," said Walters, who has been assisting the Kalona Amish with their efforts to court the bird.

Fascination with the purple martin - known for its aerial acrobatics and throaty gurgling - is far from isolated to rural communities. More than 1 million North Americans have set up housing on their properties for the species, according to the Purple Martin Conservation Association.

A member of the swallow family, martins are large birds with shimmering indigo feathers. But the special hold the purple martin has on humans has less to do with looks than a fierce devotion to aiding a bird that actually needs help.

Although the species is not endangered, the birds that breed and nest east of the Rocky Mountains rely solely on humans for their habitats - and their numbers have been constantly declining since the 1970s.

Still, they are as picky as they are needy.

"The [bird] houses fill up first, then they go for the gourds," said Gingerich, an Amish businessman, describing the two types of purple-martin dwellings he owns.

Attracting the shimmery blue-feathered fliers proves exasperating for some, with many would-be landlords waiting years to welcome a single pair. But the wait pays off.
With its bubbly, incessant chirp and its affinity for human contact, martins are the "chatty Cathys" among migrating birds.

"They respond to you; they are interested in you. They talk to you," Walters said.

Walters has helped set up martin houses around Johnson County, including a homemade condo perched at the Finkbine groundskeeper's office.

And people obsess about their purple martins, Walters said.

"When I first got them, my colleagues would talk about 'Jim's martins,' " he said. "Now, it's 'our martins.' "

Together, Walters and Gingerich host an increasingly popular purple-martin workshop in March at the Iowa Clothing Center, 1162 Larch Ave., Kalona, to help locals learn how to accommodate the bird.

"It's no longer as hard as it once was to attract them," Walters said.

Interfering with the birds' lives may seem counterintuitive, but the "landlords" who achieve mogul status do regular checks, changing nests, and evicting pests, such as mites.

And those who find success become audience to a dawn serenade that could wake the heaviest of sleepers, a song Walters likens to a "babbling brook."

For Gingerich, the coming of the martins and their pleasant industry allows him to revel in the waxing and waning of the seasons.

"They get here in spring, and they just play house for a while," Gingerich said. "Then they get down to business."

Although they reside in shared colonies, the purple martins' efforts to build their nests are far from communal. The martins generally look after their own, he said.

"They don't really help the neighbor," he said. "They just enjoy having the neighbor around."
