- Victorian-

Extreme

As bird watching has risen in popularity, homeowners are upping their outdoor setups
to attract a variety of feathered visitors

Charlie Bostwick is an avid birder and home builder in Atlanta who designs houses with features to attract birds.

KENDRICK BRINSON FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Luxury home builder Charlie Bostwick can pinpoint the exact moment he became a bird
guy.

As ateenager in Georgia in the 1980s, Mr. Bostwick, now 55, was on the second day of a
canoe trip in the Okefenokee Swamp when a rare raptor—a swallow-tailed kite, to be exact
—flew overhead.

In addition to traveling the world on birding expeditions, Mr. Bostwick has also embraced
backyard birding and designs homes with flock-friendly features like native landscaping
and windows to maximize views of the outdoors. At his home near Atlanta, an 8,000-
square-foot English Tudor on 2.3 acres, he added a %-mile mulched walking trail and
planted a crossvine on the front of the house with tubular flowers to attract hummingbirds.
The circa-2006 house, which he plans to list for $3.2 million, has six bedrooms, a billiards
room and a climbing room. Outside, there is a pool, putting green, several bird feeders and
a bird bath. “Birds will drink from the swimming pool,” he said, “but most people probably
don’t like to think about that.”

Birding has long been a hobby for nature lovers, but the pursuit has recently gone more
mainstream—boosted by the rise of ecotourism and the surging interest in a safe and
relaxing pastime during the pandemic, along with user-friendly apps that bird lovers can
use to record and track different species. Now, some enthusiastic hobbyists are springing
for landscape redesigns, specialty bird food and high-tech bird feeders to attract and
photograph feathered visitors.

In addition to his own home, Mr. Bostwick recently designed and built a $4 million house in
Palmetto Bluff, a luxury gated community in Bluffton, S.C., with bird watching in mind.
Although there was space on the 0.4-acre lot for a larger home, Mr. Bostwick built a
relatively modest, 2,700-square-foot house with four bedrooms to avoid cutting down
trees, a natural bird habitat. The house is also long and narrow to accommodate more
windows, and there is a long porch that faces a marsh, an environment that attracts
sandpipers, herons and egrets. “One of the things that attracted me [to the project] was the
variety of potential birds that could be on that site,” he said.

Mr. Bostwick added a mulched walking trail to his property, along with native plants, bird feeders and a bird bath.
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In 2016, there were about 45 million bird
SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS watchers nationwide, according to the most
recent data available from the U.S. Fish and
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Wildlife Service. Birders spent nearly $29
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billion on birding equipment that year, the data

showed. Since then, some anecdotal evidence

indicates that the number of birders has
skyrocketed, especially since the pandemic. In the months after the initial lockdowns,
downloads of the National Audubon Society’s bird identification app doubled compared

with the same period a year earlier, the group said. In 2022, the American Birding
Association’s podcast was downloaded more than 605,000 times, up more than 75% from
2020.

Mr. Bostwick’s study has large windows to maximize views of the outdoors.
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The 2.3-acre property has an outdoor fireplace and lounge area, a pool and a putting green.
PHOTO: CHARLIE BOSTWICK

“It’s been a crazy ride,” said Michelle Mohilef, who, in 2011 launched Pacific Bird and
Supply Co., a Los Angeles-based bird-food manufacturer, with her sister, Danielle Mohilef.
“It sounds like this obscure hobby—but it’s really not,” she said. Backyard birders are
known to spend anywhere from $5 for a bag of bird seed to hundreds of dollars on high-
quality food, feeders and other accessories, said Danielle Mohilef, who has 10 to 12 feeders
in her own yard. “People treat their backyard birds like pets,” she said.

John Looser, 58, a former home builder in Ontario, Canada, said he has been building
“extreme birdhouses” for about 20 years—some with hundreds of rooms and Victorian-
style architectural flourishes. He started building birdhouses after injuries forced him to
retire from construction but found it was a relaxing pastime. Using reclaimed barn wood
and new cedar, he estimated that he has completed around 5,000 houses, the biggest of
which are 9-feet wide by 9-feet tall and weigh 500 pounds.

Mr. Looser, who has sold his biggest birdhouses for $2,200 each, said he uses a friend’s
tractor to mount his largest creations onto thick wooden posts in his yard. He currently has
30 birdhouses that attract throngs of birds—and busloads of tourists. “When you drive by
you can’t mistake what you see. It just doesn’t look like everybody else’s property,” said Mr.
Looser, who lives in a renovated 1894 farmhouse on about ¥z acre of land. He said he goes
through about 100 pounds of bird food a week, which costs him $145 to $220 a month.

In the Hamptons, landscape architect Melissa Reavis of Hollander Design said she’s
installed luxurious water features for clients who want to attract more birds to their
property. “Migrating birds are attracted to the sound of water,” she said. “The birds will
drop down out of the sky if they hear the sound of water.”

Ms. Reavis said two of her clients, actor Neil Patrick Harris and his husband, chef David
Burtka, who have a home in East Hampton, N.Y., installed a 10-foot-wide circular reflecting
pool for birds, which were already drawn to their property by an existing vegetable garden
and orchard. “It’s teeming with birds,” she said of the reflecting pool. “So much so that we
originally put fish in it, and they were all immediately eaten.” Ms. Reavis said the cost of
adding a water feature can vary wildly, and Hollander has done projects for $25,000 to
$250,000, which could include LED light strips, custom welded-steel fabrication and
filtration systems. “Depending on the size, it’s almost like building a swimming pool,” she
said.

Besides water, Ms. Reavis touts ecologically sustainable gardens with native plants and
insects as the best way to attract birds. “It’s a hard sell,” she said. “A lot of people have a
real hard time swallowing that, when they pay so much for a landscape that is then

devoured” by bugs.

For Beverly Hills environmentalist Susan
Gottlieb, native plants, insects and birds have
become a virtuous cycle. Ms. Gottlieb, 81, said
she grew up without running water in Canada’s
mining country and had always been mindful of
her water usage. When she and her husband,
Dan Gottlieb, 82, a real-estate investor, bought
a Midcentury Modern house in Beverly Hills in
1985, Ms. Gottlieb said she began planting
drought-tolerant and native plants on the 1-acre property to conserve water. Because
native plants harbor insects, they attracted birds and Ms. Gottlieb—who watched her
mother feed birds as a child—said she added one bird feeder after another to entice them
further.

Now, the Gottliebs’ garden is a local landmark with close to 20 bird boxes, three seed
feeders, four mealworm feeders and around 15 hummingbird feeders. Ms. Gottlieb said she
goes through about 70 pounds of sugar a month making hummingbird nectar. At roughly
$6.50 for a 10-pound bag, that adds up to $546 a year. Over the years, the Gottliebs have
opened their garden to visitors and hummingbird researchers from the University of
California Davis. Ms. Gottlieb has also published four coffee table books about the couple’s
native garden.

“I’'m on a mission to get people to understand the importance of native plants and
conserving our heritage and our wildlife,” she said. In 2019, the Gottliebs—who bought
their 3,400-square-foot home for $750,000 nearly four decades ago—paid $18 million for a
roughly 11,000-square-foot house across the street, records show. Ms. Gottlieb said they
currently rent it out.

Scott Logan, a naturalist and photographer who works with Ms. Gottlieb to document birds
and other wildlife in her garden, said he uses broadcast-quality video and digital SLR
camera traps, which are triggered by movement to take pictures. He installed them
throughout the garden, mounted on tripods camoufiaged by branches that are secured with
zip ties. Each camera is also covered with wood painted to blend in with the environment.

In Los Angeles, anesthesiologist Carole Turek found she could get a direct shot of her 16
hummingbird feeders by mounting a security camera to the wall of her 1,200-square-foot
balcony, which overlooks Laurel Canyon. “Hummingbirds a mile away can see my feeders,”
said Dr. Turek, 73, who paid $680,000 for her three-bedroom condo in 2009, records show.



Dr. Turek, who streams video footage of her birds on YouTube, said she goes through about
100 pounds of sugar a week during the busy season, storing bins of sugar and 8 gallons of
nectar in an outdoor kitchen on her terrace. She typically buys 200 to 250 pounds of sugar
at a time, paying about $1 per pound in 50-pound bags. “Those feeders never run dry,” she
said.

Since she first started feeding hummingbirds more than 30 years ago, Dr. Turek said her
obsession with birds has only grown, and she now travels to Central and South America to
photograph different hummingbird species. “I would say that I’'m semiretired but I still
work to support this obsession,” she said. “Once you’re hooked, you’re hooked.”

Dr. Turek estimated that she’s spent several hundred thousand dollars on birding,
including travel. Her YouTube channel offsets some of that cost with about $20,000 a year

in advertising revenue; one of her best-performing videos, of baby birds hatching, has
yielded $17,000 to date, she said.
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Short of fancy SLR or surveillance cameras, amateur birders have gotten into bird watching
thanks to smart feeders with cameras that are compatible with their cellphones, said Kecia
Cole, who owns three Wild Birds Unlimited stores in Washington with her husband, Greg
Cole. The Bird Buddy, which costs $199.99, sends users notifications and photos when the
bird feeder is in use, according to the company website. A model with a solar roof is
available for $269. Ms. Cole said customers often get excited about birds after getting a
Bird Buddy for Christmas.

The Coles, who live in Buckley, Wash., about 25 miles southeast of Tacoma, are avid birders
themselves. Ms. Cole, 54, said she started birding in middle school after someone gave her a
list of birds she could see in her yard. Mr. Cole, 50, married into the hobby. After buying
their home for $437,000 in 2005, the Coles planted apple and cherry trees to attract birds,
and they breed mason bees to boost pollination. Set on 5 acres, with views of Mount
Rainier, the property has a 2,400-square-foot house with four bedrooms, a separate
workshop and multiple sheds. They have multiple bird feeders suspended from a pulley
that Mr. Cole designed to keep them away from a local bear.

Scott Keller, a former insurance agent in Akron, Ohio, said he has parlayed demand for bird
videos into a business.

Mr. Keller, 38, who was a biology major in college and likes birds because they are
“consistent and diverse,” started a bird-focused website several years ago with reviews of
binoculars and other birding accessories. Later, he installed two high-definition security
cameras on his property and began to stream 24/7 footage of his backyard feeders on his
YouTube channel, Bird Watching HQ. Mr. Keller lives in a four-bedroom Colonial-style
house on 1.5 acres that he bought for $310,000 in 2016. Last year, he spent $5,614 on bird
food, up from $3,722 in 2021. “You get addicted,” he said.

Mr. Keller said Bird Watching HQ’s “hockey stick moment” came during Covid when people
were stuck at home. The YouTube channel currently has more than 90,000 followers, and
last year, his business generated $300,000 in revenue from ads and affiliate purchases, Mr.
Keller said. Teachers and nursing homes regularly tune in to the live feed, and he has a live
feed displayed on a TV screen above his desk. “It’s great background noise,” he said. Not all
his viewers are human. “A lot of people use these for their cats,” he said.

Corrections & Amplifications
Anesthesiologist Carole Turek is 73 years old. An earlier version of this article incorrectly
said Dr. Turek was 75. (Corrected on March 27.)



