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Greetings everyone, as of this writing there have been 43 reports 

of Purple Martins at colonies throughout Wisconsin according to the 

Purple Martin Conservation Association Scout Report.  Many landlords 

reported birds much earlier than “normal”  with the earliest arrival listed 

March 23 in Fort Atkinson and more birds arriving March 28.  I have 

heard from many that this is the earliest that they have ever seen birds 

and they have had colonies for many years with some close to 50 years.  

Since then there has been a steady stream of birds pouring into our 

state, and so far the weather has been cooperating, but just in case the 

weather turns cold and damp for prolonged periods you will want to be-

come familiar with the concept of supplemental feeding.  Our Vice President, Greg Zimmer-

mann covers this subject for us providing us with the details and resources to successfully 

keep our martins healthy when the weather turns cold.  Look for this is in Greg’s vice president 

report, I recommend that you follow the link that he provides that  explicitly shows the steps to 

successful supplemental feeding. 

Additionally in this newsletter retired DNR Biologist and Board member, Dick Nikolai provides 

us with a look at the overall population of our colonies in his report entitled Wisconsin Purple 

Martin Statistics 2020.  In the report Dick provides the historical significance of where the bird 

populations have been, where they are today and what we need to consider to maintain and 

grow the bird populations in the future.  This is a very worthwhile read. 

As a mentor, one of the things I have been asked quite often is, just how do you go about play-

ing Dawnsong?  In this issue I outline a few of the common methods to play the vocalization. 

Now as an organization, we were very much looking forward to hosting our annual MartinFest 

this year at Marsh Haven Nature Center located in Waupun Wisconsin on June 26, however, 

we do not feel it is the right time to safely host the event.  We have begun planning for year 

2022; we have retained the venue, Marsh Haven Nature Center and our guest speakers.  So 

mark your calendar’s for MartinFest 2022 on June 25, 2022.  It is worth noting that in 2022 The 

Wisconsin Purple Martin Association will celebrate it’s 10th anniversary, so I’m hoping that you 

will be able to join us then and help us celebrate.   

Additionally, this is a good time to think about starting or renewing a membership in the Wis-

consin Purple Martins.  Memberships for the WPMA run through the calendar year, January 

through December.  The dollars that you provide allow us to continue our missions work “To 

Restore and Preserve the Purple Martin Population across Wisconsin”.  We appreciate the 

support that you have shown us. 

With that said, here’s hoping that everyone enjoys a productive martin 

season.  Oh yea, the picture on the front cover, is from Harrington 

Beach State Park. 

A Message from the President: 



A word from the vice president, we are getting closer for our birds to arrive, April 1
st
 is fast ap-

proaching and within the first few weeks of April some of us will have our first scouts taking 

up residence at our colonies. Between now and April you need to make sure everything is 

ready to go, always check your cables and winches and anything that could cause unneces-

sary problems getting your Martin House’s raised. Once you finally have your house up be 

prepared for anything that comes your way. My first and biggest concern is the weather. 

Weather conditions that limit insect availability include temperatures below 40 degrees, 

steady rain, or dense fog for example. When flying insects are scarce, energy spent foraging 

unsuccessfully can hasten starvation. Watch perched birds for drooping wings a sign that the 

martin’s system is beginning to break down and digest its primary flight muscles. Physical 

condition of the birds, severity and duration of poor weather, site specifics, and individual limi-

tations will all play a role in what feeding technique works best for you and your birds. Be flex-

ible—try several methods until you find one that works. Here are some methods 

Tossing—Tossing crickets scrambled eggs or mealworms into the air may be the best meth-

od for first-time feeding attempts, as it is closest to the martin’s natural feeding habits. Propel-

ling food into the air requires time and effort from both the landlord and martins, and food will 

be missed or dropped. Landlords report the greatest success with tossing food after 2-3 days 

of non-feeding weather when martins are hungry enough to pursue the food but not too weak 

to go after it.  

Platform Feeding—Offering food on a platform is ideal.  This self-serve method requires mini-

mal energy and allows martins to eat multiple items at one sitting. Since most landlords report 

that supplemental food is recognized as food more quickly when tossed, many transition their 

birds to platform feeding after they have first eaten tossed food. Tossing food right above the 

feeder encourages martins to land on the feeder.  

In-Cavity Feeding—Mealworms, scrambled eggs and crickets can be placed inside a gourd or 
house compartments where they can easily be seen and eaten by roosting martins.  This 
method can be particularly helpful during very cold temperatures or advanced stages of 
weakness when conservation of energy is critical. While live food often stimulates a feeding 
response, they tend to escape or bury themselves in nest material. Landlords can use dried 
or thawed insects. Another method to try is to put food in shallow dishes and fasten them to 
porch or cavity floors, or to interior walls. Lowering the house to add food will flush the mar-
tins but the energy expense is worthwhile if they return and eat. For a video on supplemental 
feeding and how to save starving martins please visit; https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=JNcZ6ip92h0 I might dwell on this all season long but this is a necessity and supplemental 
feeding will ensure your birds survive and be healthy enough to fly south when that time 
comes for departure. Good Luck to all this Season.  
 

Greg 

A Message from the Vice President: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNcZ6ip92h0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNcZ6ip92h0


















Methods for playing Dawnsong and Daytime Chatter -  Les Rhines 

Vocalizations: Dawnsong, is the most effective Purple Martin attraction tool.  The Dawnsong 

is a song that the adult male Purple Martin sings during the pre-dawn hours.  This song is used to 

attract other Purple Martins to the breeding site.  The method for playing Dawnsong can vary de-

pending on the equipment that you have available to you.  The first thing you will need is a Dawn-

song CD this is available from the PMCA.  The run time is approximately 2 hours in length.   

Method 1: Many purple landlords use a simple CD player kept inside their 

home , out of the elements and run a length of wire to a speaker just outside of 

their home.  While this works to attract purple martins it can sometimes attract 

them to the your home or residence and not the martin housing.  It is better to 

purchase an outdoor speaker and locate the speaker near the martin housing. 

 

Method 2:  Many landlords find the use of the Songbird Magnet by BirdX to 

be very effective in attracting purple martins.  The Dawnsong vocalization is 

pre-recorded in the unit and it plays for approximately 2 hours.  The unit 

comes with a long cord that allows the landlord to place the Songbird Magnet 

near the martin housing and still plug into a 110 volt power source.  An exten-

sion cord can be used without a loss of power to the unit.  The Songbird Mag-

net has a photoelectric eye that  causes the unit to begin playing at dawn and 

continue for two hours.  The unit also has a volume control located on the inside back, and mount-

ing holes are provided to allow the landlord to easily mount the Songbird magnet to a post.  Play-

ing it at mid volume is usually sufficient as at dawn the air is usually still and the sound travels eas-

ily.  Songbird Magnets are available at many sources including 

the PMCA and Amazon. 

 

Method 3:  As mentioned in method 2, out of the box the Song-

bird Magnet only plays Dawnsong for approximately 2 hours and 

begins at dawn each day.  But what if you wanted to play Dawn-

song for a longer period of time, or at a different time, say from 3 

am to 5 am and then again at 6 am until 7 am and then again at 

night? By adding a 24 hour timer with 1 hour or even 1/2 hour 

increments will allow you to do this,  The timer pictured here has 

the 1/2 hour increment settings.   

The only other adjustment that needs to be made to make this 

work is to change the setting on the back of the unit to continu-

ous play.  Note in the picture you have the volume control, a set-

ting for backyard birds or Purple Martins, and a setting for the 

photo eye or continuous play. 

 



 

Method 4:  This method of playing Dawnsong requires  a bit 

more technology; as shown in the picture I use an old, slow lap-

top  hooked to a pair of computer speakers and run a speaker 

wire to an outdoor speaker.  To make this work you need to rec-

ord Dawnsong to the playlist of  Windows Media Player ; the 

next step is to use the Task Scheduler feature in windows to set 

up a scheduled time to run the program.  This would be like set-

ting an alarm clock on your computer.  I have scheduled several 

tasks  for example I have Dawn1 set to start at 3:00 am , it runs 

for 2 hours  and shuts off.  Dawn2 starts at 5:15 am and again runs for 2 hours..  I then switch 

over to the Daytime Chatter program which is also record-

ed to my playlist in Windows Media Player,; I then run the 

Chatter1 program for 2 hours. 

 

That’s the tech part, here’s how I have the components 

set up in my yard.  I am fortunate to have a garden shed 

on my property that has power in it , that is where I keep 

the laptop, high and dry.  I plug the set of computer 

speakers in the headphone jack of the laptop and plug my 

speaker wire into the headphone jack of the computer 

speakers . Next I buried a speaker wire form my shed to the base of one of my martin houses , 

a distance of  100 feet or so.  I then attached the outdoor 

speaker to base of the martin house and pointed it  up-

ward at about a 45 degree angle.  I drilled a small hole, 

1/8 inch  in the speaker horn to allow water to drain out, 

other wise it could fill with water and it would sound like a 

garbled chew, chew, chew.   On the laptop, you need to 

have the date and time set correctly and the volume set-

ting  up all the way.  I am then able to adjust the volume  

to the outdoor speaker  using the control on the computer 

speaker.   Once I have it  set and in place I can basically 

forget about it and if I want to turn the volume down when 

a martin arrives I can quickly access the control in my shed.   

 

An alternate place for  mounting the outdoor speaker is shown here; by attaching the speaker to 

the top of  your martin housing  the sound can really travel, especially  in those pre-dawn hours 

when the rest of the world is quiet. 

 



Additional Thoughts: 

 

Earlier I mentioned Daytime Chatter, Daytime Chatter are the sounds of an active Purple 

Martin colony site.  The Dawnsong according to the PMCA is best played between 4am-

7am, the Daytime Chatter can be played from late morning throughout the afternoon.   

Many landlords will play either vocalization throughout the day to attract martins, the con-

cern is that aerial predators are also active at this time and can be drawn to the colony, so 

use caution when  playing the vocalizations during the day.   Another time to consider play-

ing Dawnsong is at night, starting at 11:00 pm to about 2:00am especially on nights when 

there are strong  southerly  winds .  This is not every night, so you will have to use a wind 

app on your computer or phone to determine the best nights .  Its nights like this that allow 

martins and other migrating species to travel great distances. 

Finally, these methods  described are some of the ways that I have used over the years, 

I’m sure that there are some others that  I did  not mention.   I’m also sure that someone 

could figure out how to use a wireless “Bluetooth” outdoor speaker that plays from the 

“Alexa” app  on your phone.  It could be as easy as saying, “Hey Alexa play my martin 

playlist at 3:00 am”  Hmmmm, maybe I’ll have to try to figure that out.  If you  beat me to it, 

let me know.  Note: the SY migration typically begins during the first full week of May, so 

you still have time to get your gear in place.  Good Luck.  

 



Treasurers Report: 

As of April 8, 2021, we have $1701.86 in savings 

$445.17 in checking 

To date the Wisconsin Purple Martin Association received 20 memberships for 2021. 

 

 

So, Welcome and Thank you to all for supporting the WPMA 

Debbie Zimmermann  

We would like to hear from you!  If you would like to share your purple martin story, 

we would like to include it in one of our newsletters.  Please send it to me, Les Rhines, along 

with any photo’s  at musthavemartins@gmail.com   

We are looking for mentors! We at the Wisconsin Purple Martins have had many 

requests for assistance from people who are interested in starting colonies.  While we have 

a network of mentors already, we would like to add to our list.  Typically, people need help 

with site location, types of housing to use, and attraction methods. 

If you feel that you would like to become involved in our mentor program contact Les Rhines 

at musthavemartins@gmail.com 

 

************************************************************************************************** 

************************************************************************************************** 
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WPMA Officers and Board of Directors Contact Information: 

Les Rhines, President musthavemartins@gmail.com (920) 889-0060  

Greg Zimmermann, Vice President grgz52@yahoo.com (920) 467-6253 

Deb Zimmermann, Treasurer dpierce52@yahoo.com (920) 467-6253 

Joe Francis,  jnlfrancis44@gmail.com (920) 918-4466 

Larry Lienau, larmon@tds.net (920) 565-2780 

Dick Nikolai, prairiechicken@att.net (920) 734-0828 

Bob Ring, ringbob@earthlink.net (920) 9892771  
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