
 
Backyard Wildlife – The Four B’s 
 
The Four B’s 
The four B’s are birds, bees, bats, and butterflies.  Because our food chain is so diverse and 
complex, it is highly dependent on every active member.  The four B’s play a larger role in this 
than one would think.  Bees and butterflies are major pollinators of plants and crops.  Birds and 
bats keep pest populations in check.  By providing a backyard sanctuary for these few animals, 
you are promoting a more sustainable biosphere.    
 
Why? 
 
Usually, a person’s first thoughts when they think of bees buzzing around or bats swarming in 
the air are “How can I get rid of them?”  Butterflies can be bothersome and birds are notorious 
for waking people up early with their songs.  Before making up your mind however, consider the 
benefits this backyard wildlife would bring to your backyard, and to the environment as a whole. 
 
Nothing to Fear 
 
Some of these animals have a bad reputation, but it is all unfounded.  Although bees do sting, it 
is only a defense mechanism.  They will not even think of harming you unless they feel their 
hive is threatened.  The majority of people find bats frightening, but they really have nothing to 
fear.  Fifteen species of bats are found in our area, and none of them are vampric.  Their ability 
to echolocate is so acute that they are able to avoid obstacles no wider than a piece of thread and 
capture tiny flying insects, even in complete darkness.    
 
Dwindling Populations 
 
Natural habitats are diminishing at an astonishing rate.  Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) is 
wiping out bees that pollinate $30 billion worth of crops in the United States.  It is caused by a 
concoction of pesticides and fungicides.  White-nose syndrome is a fungal disease killing off 
native bats.  By providing a place for these animals to thrive, you are promoting a healthy 
environment in turn.    
 
Pest Control 
 
Have you ever sat in your yard, trying to enjoy a nice afternoon, only to be driven inside by 
pesky mosquitoes, wasps, or other bothersome insects? A perfect, natural solution is having birds 
and bats to take care of them for you.  Bats normally feed for two hours around dawn and dusk.  
During this time, they can eat up to 50% of their body weight (around 3,000 insects).  Birds 
thrive on insect populations.  This is especially true in the spring when they have many hatchling 
mouths to feed.  Once you have these animals living in your area, you will notice a substantial 
decrease in annoying pests, without having to use harmful pesticides. 
 
Benefits to Plants 



 
Butterflies and bees are extremely dependent on flowering plants that provide the habitat and 
sustenance needed for survival.  Likewise, these plants depend on these animals to transmit 
pollen from one plant to another.  Without them, plant populations would be devastated.  As 
mentioned before, birds and bats reduce pest populations.  This will reduce the amount of 
pesticides that can hurt plant life.  Not only will this promote a healthy ecosystem, but also add 
natural beauty to the backyard environment.   
 
At the Memphis Zoo 
 
The Memphis Zoo currently has displays and exhibits to educate our visitors about the Four B’s.  
Birds and Bees is our most popular seasonal exhibit and can be found east of the main zoo 
entrance.  Adjacent to the exhibit there is a beautiful butterfly garden.  Here you can see 
examples of flowers they love.  Bats are housed in the Animals of the Night exhibit, with 
educational displays.      
To keep up with information on the Memphis Zoo’s plants and gardens, please visit 
http://memphiszoo.org/plantsgardens. 
 
Creating a Backyard Sanctuary 
 
Getting the four B’s to take up residence in your area is not a difficult task.  In the natural 
environment, these four animals live side by side.  Many of the things that attract one also attract 
another.  Creating a backyard habitat can be accomplished in the steps found below. 
 
Birds   

 
• Shelter 

Birds must have a place to nest.  They use this to take cover from the weather and 
predators, as well as raise young.  Vegetation at varying heights is the best approach.  
Thick brush and twiggy shrubs provide great coverage. Birds also depend on dead plants 
as much as living as well.  This provides nesting material and a food source of insects 
found in them.  Bird houses make excellent homes as well.  This can be a fun activity to 
do with the kids.   
Bird house plans can be found at: 
http://www.tnwatchablewildlife.org/woodworkingforwildlife.cfm 
 

• Water Nearby 
Birds use water much like humans; drinking and bathing.  Bird baths are an easy way to 
provide this need, though moving water is preferred.  A small fountain or bubbler can be 
added, which will also add tranquil beauty to the yard.  A small pond with some sort of 
re-circulating water feature would bring birds in from miles away.  Water features also 
promote plant growth, further adding to the yards appeal.  
 

• Food Supply 
Providing an ample food supply is key.  Although birds do eat insects, it is not their only 
source of nourishment.  Bird feeders are a perfect attractant.  Once filled with bird seed, 



they will supply a delicious snack for these animals.  This can be bought at the local 
supply store, or made from ingredients found at the grocery store. Sunflower seeds, 
peanuts, safflower, and cracked corn are excellent fillers.  Avoid anything processed or 
contains preservatives, as this can affect the birds health.      
A complete list of appropriate feed can be found at: 
http://www.tnwatchablewildlife.org/backyardinfodetails.cfm?uid=10032214204144001 

Memphis Area Tip! 
 
Below you will find a list of birds common to the Memphis area paired with food they 
enjoy.  

  Bird     Feed 
  Blue Jay    Cracked corn 
  Cardinal    Sunflower seed, Millet 
  American Goldfinch   Thistle, Sunflower Seed 
  Tufted Titmice   Sunflower seed 
  Woodpeckers    Suet 
  Baltimore Oriole   Peanuts 
  Eastern Towhee   Cracked corn 
   
Bats 
 

• A Place to Roost 
Trees are a suitable habitat for most bat species.  While most people think of bats living 
in caves, this is not always the case.  Bats can live behind bark or in the tree canopy.  
They also can live in man-made structures like building, shed, or barns.  This can result 
in damage to the structure; however, small bat houses can be built if none of the above 
habitats are available.  This would be a fun activity for parents to do with their children. 
Bat box designs can be found at 
http://www.tnwatchablewildlife.org/woodworkingforwildlifedetails.cfm?uid=121020113343255
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• Water Nearby 
Like all life, they will need some supply of fresh water.  They prefer the supply to be 
within a fourth-mile of their roost, so if you live near a stream or lake there is no need to 
worry.  If there is no water source nearby, creating a small pond will do the job and add a 
natural beauty to your backyard.  It will also attract birds and promote plant growth.   

Memphis Area Tip! 

Water is extremely abundant in our area.  We have a humid subtropical climate that 
receives around 53 inches of rainfall annually.  Low lying flood plains surround the area, 
along with many drainage streams.  If you live in Memphis, there is most likely a water 
supply nearby.  Although, this does not mean you still cannot add a water feature to add 
beauty to your garden (and increase property value too!).     

Bees 
 



• Flowering Plants 
Like butterflies, bees are very dependent on flowering plants.  They use the nectar and 
pollen to create honey, which is the food source for bee larvae.  Native plants are the best, 
which provides what the bees in the area are use to.  Unlike butterflies, bees are more 
attracted to blue, purple, and yellow blooms.  Variety if always a plus; different colors 
and pedal shapes keep them interested.  Because of their symbiotic relationship, it is very 
important to pay attention to what flowers to plant.  For a list of recommended native 
plants by region and state go to www.wildflower.org/collections.   
 

• Continuous Bloom 
In order to keep bees satisfied, they need a constant supply of sustenance.  Flowers 
should be planted so that when one stops blooming, another starts.  This will keep bees 
healthy and in your backyard constantly. 

Memphis Area Tip! 

Below you will find a list of common plants to our area that bees love.  This is paired 
with which months they bloom. 
 
Plant    Months of Bloom 
Spring Beauty   January - May 
Dewberry   March – April 
Blue Wild Indigo  April – July 
Purple Cone Flower  April – September 
Butterfly Milkweed  May - September 
New England Aster  August – October 
Yellow Jessamine  December – May 
 

• Provide Habitat 
Providing a place for a bee hive in your backyard is not ideal, but if done correctly, you 
will find yourself living in harmony with bees.  Egg-laying and nesting bees live in a 
variety of places.  Some uncovered patch of earth will provide suitable living for ground-
nesting bees.  Wood-nesting bees require only some old unwanted wood.  This can be old 
fence pieces or bundles of fallen limbs.  Cavity-nesting bees only need a small structure 
to thrive.  Below are plans for building a bee house.  This is a great way to teach children 
the importance of bees. 
http://www.humanesociety.org/animals/resources/tips/bee_abode.html 

Butterflies 
 

• Flowering Plants 
Butterflies are extremely dependent on the flowering plants for survival and reproduction.  
It is important to use plants native to the area to attract butterflies common there.  Adult 
butterflies are generally attracted to reds, yellows, pinks, and purple blossoms.  Pay 
attention to where the sun hits the backyard and if there is protection from wind.  Because 
of their symbiotic relationship, it is very important to pay attention to what flowers to 



plant.  For a list of recommended native plants by region and state go to 
www.wildflower.org/collections. 
 

• Continuous Bloom 
Nectar is the primary source of sustenance for adult butterflies.  In order to provide this 
constantly, flowers should be planted so that when one stops blooming, another starts.  
This will keep butterflies healthy and in your backyard constantly.  
 

• Residency 
It is important that butterflies do not “just pass through” the backyard.  If you provide a 
place for larvae to grow, they are more likely to stick around.  These are known as host 
plants.  Because they begin life as caterpillars, it is important to provide for them as well.  
They provide the shelter and food for the butterfly throughout all of its life cycles.  These 
plants can range from flowering plants to herbs and shrubs. For a list of common host 
plants visit: http://www.gardenswithwings.com/what‐is‐a‐butterfly‐garden/host‐plants.html. 

 
Memphis Area Tip! 
 

Below you fill find a list of butterflies common to the Memphis Area paired with good 
host plants. 
 
Butterfly    Host Plants 
American Painted Lady   Cudweed, Everlast 
Black Swallowtail   Parsley, Dill, Fennel, Common Rue 
Eastern Tiger Swallowtail Wild Black Cherry, Ash, Tulip Tree, Willow,  
Giant Swallowtail  Prickly Ash, Citrus, Common Rue, Gas plant,  
Gray Comma      Gooseberry, Azalea, Elm 
Gulf Fritillary     Maypops, Other passion vines 
Monarch      Milkweeds 
Silver-spotted Skipper    Locusts, Wisteria, Other Legumes 
Spicebush Swallowtail   Sassafras, Spicebush 
Variegated Fritillary    Passion flower, Maypop, Violets, Stonecrop,  
Viceroy-    Willows, Cottonwood, Aspen 
Zebra Swallowtail   Pawpaw 
 

• Rest and Puddling 
Water and warmth needs also play a large part in the life of butterflies.  They are often 
attracted to wet or damp areas to partake in “puddling.”  This provides water and 
essential nutrients for the butterfly.  A wet garden or water feature is a perfect solution.  
They also enjoy basking in the sun.  Flat stones provide a rest spot, and can create a 
unique design to the yard.  

 
Avoid Pesticides and Herbicides! 
 
These chemicals can be extremely harmful to the individuals and their surroundings.  The plants 
they rely on can become contaminated.  This can pass the harmful substance, causing disease and 



death.  This will lead to adverse effects; the opposite of what the sanctuary is trying to 
accomplish.     
 
Certified Wildlife Habitat 
 
The National Wildlife Federation offers wildlife habitat certification that helps restore natural 
environments in commercial and residential areas.  By creating and certifying a wildlife habitat, 
you are promoting a “green,” sustainable environment and improving your yards appeal.   
 
http://www.nwf.org/How‐to‐Help/Garden‐for‐Wildlife/Create‐a‐Habitat.aspx 
 


