Patience

Our new bird is so cute! Not having parakeets for years has
made me forget how pleasant they are to have around. JJ
chirps and sings, and even when he’s quiet, he’s adorable to
look at. My husband (who is not known for his patience
anyway) mentioned the other day that he’s having trouble with
his temptations to reach into the cage and grab the bird to
play with him. It’s partly his impatience, and it’'s partly
because he’s used to just reaching out and grabbing his
obnoxious parrot. But my husband knows that if he 1is
disruptive to the training process I’'ve chosen for JJ, there
will be big trouble!

I'm having trouble being patient too, but I understand how
innately nervous parakeets are. Once you build their trust,
they can make wonderful interactive pets — but the key 1is
taking it slow and being consistent. As much as I want to
cuddle my baby bird, I can respect his need for space right
now too. But try telling that to my excited kids. The older
ones (ages 10, 5 and 3) are ok about it; for the most part,
they’'re content to just stand there watching JJ and talking to
him. But my 18 month old toddler is another story. He 1is
fond of banging on metal cages because that’s what makes the
most noise, and the rats don’t really mind. My poor little
baby bird, on the other hand.. We usually shut the door to our
bedroom since that’'s where JJ lives, but the other day, we
forgot. I figured shutting the gate at the bottom of the
stairs would keep the dog away from our bedroom, but kids
opened the gate. While the dog was fine (I don’t think she
even realizes there is another bird in the house), I found
little Beeber (that was our then-2-year-old’s nickname for her
baby brother) next to JJ's cage, and he hasn’t been the same
since. He still chirps and acts happy, but he now tries to
fly around the cage whenever I come near — he used to let me
put my finger right up next to him.. He was doing so well with
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the training, we were bound to take a step backward. I still
have confidence that I can train JJ to be a nice family bird,
or at the very least, a little buddy bird for me. We just
need to have a little patience.

What Sets Him Off?

What sets him off? Everything under the sun and even the sun
itself. I’'m talking about our lovely scarlet macaw parrot. I
would not recommend these things as pets for ANYONE — it’s
true when they say that wild animals cannot be tamed! Why we
have our bird is a long story, and it’s not important now
because we’'re stuck with him. I’'m not one to just “get rid”
of pets unless the circumstances are extreme. It’'s a pet
peeve (pun intended) of mine when people get animals and then
discard them just because they’'re sick of taking
responsibility for them. And in a way (though I can’t dwell
on this right now because I'm extremely upset with Squawky -
who really lives up to his name), I love our parrot and
wouldn’t want to €urse see him go to another home.

So that brings me to the point of this post — parrots scream
constantly. They might be beautiful to look at, but their
ear-splitting screams are beyond annoying. They're
unstoppable and headache-producing, and more than once, our
parrot’s screams have made our kids cry. We’ve adjusted our
lifestyle to avoid his upsetting the kids, and for the most
part that works; it seems to be me who feels the brunt of the
negative parrot side effects. Thank goodness we were able to
move into a bigger house a few years ago where Squawky was
given his own room. Unfortunately, he shares the laundry
room, and since somehow I was voted the family laundry-doer
(gender?), it seems that Squawky’s screaming affects me the
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most. I cannot do laundry during the day because I can’t
bring my young children in the laundry room with me. I do
have a basket of toys in there, and they enjoy playing in
there because there’s lots of light and a nice soft carpet to
lay on. But we get screamed at by the parrot. By nighttime,
I'm too tired to do all the laundry, so much of the time, I'm
left to worry about when to do it. Ideally, I'd do some here
and there in between kids’ lunches, naps, diaper changes and
my errands, but then the parrot gets all riled up and screams
me right out of the laundry room.

I looked to the Internet for advice, and one site suggested
noting his “triggers”. What sets him off and makes him
scream? Making the list of his triggers hasn’t helped,
however. 1It’'s only made me see that getting screamed out of
the laundry room seems unavoidable. Here are his triggers (if
you're thinking about getting a pet parrot, use this list as
reasons on why you should NOT):

the sunrise or light of any kind — it’s a parrot’s natural
instinct to be quiet in the dark so predators won’t find
them. But heavy drapes and a sheet over his cage do not block
out all the light during the day, and it’s really difficult to
do laundry at night in the dark — believe me I’'ve tried more
than once!

yelling — any yelling in the house gets him going — kids
fighting, kids having fun, just raising our voices to hear
each other when we’re in separate parts of the house. He
especially likes it when I yell at him for yelling!

singing — if my husband 1is in a show and needs to practice,
everyone has to leave. And not because my husband is a bad
singer — he'’'s actually very talented. But the bird will join
in, and HE is a BAD singer!

talking on the phone — any time anyone is on the phone, the
bird thinks we’'re calling out for him I guess, but he takes it




upon himself to yell. So I can forget folding laundry while
talking on the phone, which was a great way to pass the time
while doing this boring task.

having his door open — closing his door not only muffles his
screaming, but it makes him scream less for some reason

something he likes on tv — he has a tv in his room, which was
put in there for me to watch while doing laundry. But I can
forget about hearing anything on the tv while I'm in there,
thanks to the parrot. Sometimes Animal Planet or his favorite
show, The Price Is Right makes him scream along with the
audience.

happiness — if he’s happy, he will get rowdy and play and
scream.

anger — if he’s upset about not getting enough attention, he
will scream.

hunger — if he’'s hungry, he will scream.
thirst — if he’s thirsty, he will screanm.

dogs barking — if our 2 dogs bark, which they do at least 4
times per day, the bird will join right in and scream.

So, I guess for now I've decided that the laundry must be a
family affair. 1I’ve gotten upset several times about this
same issue and came to this conclusion before, but it’s never
worked. My husband works during the day, and at night, we’re
usually busy or the kids have their own chores or homework to
do, so my getting help with the laundry has not been a
consistent solution. The other thing we’ve thought of is to
move the parrot out of the laundry room, but if you look at my
list of Squawky’'s triggers, you’ll see that he must be in a
room with a door, which eliminates the other spare room we
have on the first floor because it’'s doorless. I can’t
imagine that he’d do any better on the second floor closer to



the bedrooms either. The laundry room is right below my
bedroom so once he gets going in the morning, I can usually
forget about sleeping in anyway.

Well, I guess I'm done venting for now. I have a good hour to
catch up on laundry since we have a meeting tonight and we
took the kids to the babysitters early, so I have to make it
productive. I guess I will have to blast my ipod and leave my
husband to fend for himself on his business call.. Well, it is
HIS bird after all!

Here’'s a picture of the jerk:

Don’t let his cuteness fool you. This is actually a “baby”
picture. He’s much more obnoxious looking now!

Pet Roll Call

Once again, we have a bit of a food chain residing as pets in
our home. When my cat passed away a year ago now, it left a
hole in our household food chain. Although it’s not quite as
balanced as it was when the cat was here, today we find
ourselves with a small zoo nonetheless. Here is the roll call
of pets in our house:

Charity — almost 11l-year-old female Jack (Jerk) Russell
Terrier / Australian Shepard mix with one blue eye and one
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brown eye. An extremely feisty but lovable loudmouth who
doesn’t hesitate to let you know what she wants, when she
wants it. Will even growl for petting! World’s worst puppy =
World’s best family dog.

Beesly — nearly 7-year-old cocker spaniel mix with extremely
thick fur. We once shaved her and to our astonishment, she
became a much smaller dog because her fur is so thick! She
really likes it outdoors, and we call her nordic (of or
pertaining to the north, where it’s cold) because she doesn’t
seem to mind the cold at all — probably can’'t feel it through
that blanket of fur! We adopted her from the humane society
in March 2008, and we’re SO glad! GREAT with kids and an
extreme snuggler. The only problem we have with her is her
nasty dog breath! Oh, and her uncanny ability to escape. She
can open doors and can somehow (repeatedly, not just a fluke!)
unhook her way off of 2 dog chains at the same time! Luckily
for us, she always comes back.

Squawky — an 8-year-old Scarlet Macaw parrot. After living
with him for 7 years, I do not recommend parrots as pets! He
screams (and I mean ear-splitting) constantly — a repairman
once asked us if we had a pterodactyl behind the door after
hearing him scream. But he is beautiful and drops gorgeous
feathers all the time. And having him has been an awesome
learning experience for us and the kids. He can talk and is
very curious about everything. His vocabulary includes: hi,
here kitty kitty, hi bird, and sometimes he just mumbles
nonsense that sounds like human words. 1In his spare time,
Squawky likes to watch The Price is Right and Animal Planet.

Oreo — one of our new rat additions. He is gray and white and
smaller than Bobby Jack. He seems a little more curious and
less picky about food than Bobby Jack. Had a close call with
Charity this morning.

Bobby Jack — off-white colored rat who doesn’t like his rat
food. He enjoys many of the treats we’ve given him,



especially junk food. Just after we got them, he was the
snugglier of the two, but I think he was just tired from his
journey home from the pet store because now he’s as hyper and
curious as his brother Oreo. They are 5 weeks old, and so
far, we would agree that rats make great pets! They don’t
bite like gerbils and hamsters, and they don’t scurry like
mice. They are fairly clean animals who groom a lot, are very
intelligent and easily trainable. I think one of the reasons
they’re not popular pets to have is because of their super-
short lifespans, about 1.5-3 years only. [

Francis — the ladybug I found that became my new pet before I
had the rats. I put him in a bug catcher, and then he went
MIA. Good news — today I found him. Turns out, there was a
little pocket in the bug catcher where he was hiding. I would
check the bug catcher every now and then, and today I saw that
he had re-emerged from hiding!

No Name — another ladybug I found in the house. I won’'t kill
any bugs I find unless they’re mosquitos — and how I enjoy
killing those things! But any other bug I try to set free,
and I just can’t send ladybugs out into the Ohio wilderness to
freeze to death. No Name 1is in a little container in the
kitchen.. I wonder what would happen if I put him in with
Francis?

Mally — Ok, she’s no longer part of our family physically, but
we will always remember her. Since I mentioned her earlier, I
thought I'd put her on the list. She was a 10-year-old inbred
farm cat. My husband and I were in college, and we drove all
the way out to a farm to get a kitten after reading an ad in
the newspaper. By the time we got there, we wanted a cat so
badly that we got one even though the owners said the mother
cat had mated with a boy from a previous litter, which is how
Mally came to be. Because of this, she was never ‘quite
right’, and was always the size of a kitten. We named her
Malice as a joke, but we always called her Mally. I was her
world, and she hid from everyone else, prompting family and



friends alike to joke about our “invisible cat”. But she
existed, I swear, and she was very sweet, at least with me.
She liked to lie on my pregnant belly and would ‘groom’ my
hair. I miss her a lot and wish I could get another cat, but
I'm allergic. I was allergic to Mally, but there was no way I
was going to get rid of her. I got her before any of my kids
were born, and so I doted upon her and spoiled her while my
husband was working in the wee beginning of our days
together. For those of you who never saw her, here is my
little cat:

My New Pet

I've wanted a new pet for awhile, mostly since my cat passed
away almost a year ago now. What I want most is another cat -
I love cats, and it would be the perfect type of pet for our
household. But unfortunately, I'm allergic to cats. When I
had my cat, it was a constant struggle to decide if I should
pet her or not. I always wanted to of course, but then I
would itch for hours, my eyes would water, and sometimes I'd
get hives. And, my allergy symptoms were worse during my 4
pregnancies. I just don’t want to go through that again — so
no cat for us. We have a Jack Russell Terrier mix, so any
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type of animal she’ll want to chase and bark at is out also -
which means no rats, ferrets, small birds, etc. So that
leaves me with reptiles or bugs, I guess. And the only
reptile I'm interested in owning is a tortoise. Those can be
kind of costly and I'm not entirely sure that my Jerk Russell
Terrier mix won’t want to hunt it, so I'm going to hold off on
the tortoise for a little bit. Also complicating the
situation is that I really don’'t have any extra time to spend
with a pet, so that limits my options even further. So lately
I've been in limbo, trying to decide what to get. But the
other day, a new pet sort of fell into my lap.

It’s a ladybug I found in the house — normally I'd let any
bugs go outside that I find in the house, but it’s way too
cold out for a ladybug, and I don’t want him to suffer while
he froze to death. So I looked up what ladybugs eat, and I
found out that their favorite food is aphids, which are an
even smaller group of insects. Knowing I couldn’t get any of
those easily, I put a drop of honey in a little container with
the ladybug. He went over to it and started eating it! So I
put a little drop of water in there too, and he must have
smelled that or something, because he left the honey and went
over to the water — it was really interesting to watch.

He’s survived in captivity about a week now, and I have to say
I'm getting a little attached to him as a pet. It started out
as just a fun little project, and I didn’t expect it to live
more than a few days. But he did, and I've named him Francis
(like the ladybug from A Bug’s Life), and he is my secret pet
— the kids don’t know about him. If they did, he’d be dead
already because my 4-year-old adores bugs and often smothers
them with love — literally. I think today I’'ll go out and get
Francis some grass for his container, because earlier when I
fed him, he REFUSED to go back into his container! I’'m not
kidding; he was sticking to my finger and just doing
everything possible to not get locked back in there. Finally,
I put him on a Q-tip and cut it to fit in the container and
locked him in. I feel a little badly that I’'ve kidnapped this



ladybug, but I think I'm his only chance at life. Outside,
he'd freeze, and if I let him go into my house, I don’t think
he’d be able to find food and water and he’d either die or go
into hibernation until a kid or a dog got him.

So anyway, I guess I have my new pet. I still don’'t expect
him to last very long, but for now it’s fun just taking care
of an animal, especially since he’s my little secret. If he’s
still around in another week or so, I'll take his picture and
post it. Say hi to Francis!

These Are A Few Of My
Favorite Things..

animals. Animals are my favorite things. If I'm bored -
yeah, right, with 4 kids, when does that happen? Ok, if I
were ever bored, my activity of choice would be to visit a
zoo, wildlife park, pet store, or anyplace I could see
animals. Without leaving the house, I can also research
animals on the internet. One of my favorite animal sites 1is
the University of Michigan’s Animal Diversity Web. It's
amazing how much they’ve changed the taxonomy (classification
of animals) from when I first started doing research on the
subject not more than 10 years ago, but it’s true — this field
is one that’'s ever-changing.

Every now and then, I think I’'ll choose an animal to share on
my blog. Today’s animal is the pangolin. What is a pangolin,
you ask? Well, it’s a mammal, and it’s not a marsupial, a
group which contains some of the lesser known species. See,
in the classification of mammals, you begin by separating them
into placental mammals (live birth) and marsupials (young live
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in the mother’s pouch — all but one type live in Australia).
Of course, there is also a third category — egg-laying
mammals, but we won’t go there because I don’t want to lose
people’s interest by getting too complicated.

So anyway, the pangolin is a placental mammal, yet it’s
scaly. The scales are actually made of a hair-like material,
thereby preserving its status as mammal. Check this out -
does this thing look prehistoric or what?

But they’re not prehistoric; they still exist today — I wonder
how come I’'ve never seen one at a zoo? I guess it’'s because
some animals do better in captivity than others, and I applaud
the zoo community for recognizing this.

Interesting tidbits about pangolins, as stated on the Animal
Diversity Web:

Pangolins are a small group (seven living species placed in
one genus and one family, Manidae) of mammals that feed mostly
on ants. They are found in the tropical regions of Africa and
Asia. Pangolins are conspicuous and remarkable because their
backs are covered with large, overlapping scales made up of
agglutinated hairs. But they are strange in other ways as
well. Their tongue 1is extraordinarily long and muscular,
arising from the pelvis and the last pair of ribs deep in the
animal’s chest. As a result, the tongue and associated muscles
are longer than the animal’s head and body, allowing the
tongue to be extruded to an astonishing degree. Pangolins lack
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teeth. Instead, the the pyloric part of their stomach 1is
thickened and muscular, with odd keratinous spines projecting
into its interior. It usually contains pebbles and seems to be
used for “chewing” in much the same way as a bird’s gizzard.
Pangolins have the ability to close their ears and nostrils as
well as eyes, presumably to keep ants out.

In short, pangolins are fascinating animals that are closer to
you and me on the taxonomy tree than most people would guess —
they are mammals, after all. Yet they are a mammal that most
people have not heard of, and surprisingly, there are more
than a few mammalian species that have this in common — I will
try to share little known facts about little known mammals in
my blog.

And oh yeah, since there was a complaint in the comments of
another tangents.org blog about this — the song I quoted in my
title is “My Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music.

Food Chain Gang

I should probably explain where the title of my blog comes
from. It’s actually a title I picked out years ago as I was
musing while doing housework one day. I thought, a story
about our household should be called, “The Food Chain Gang”.

At the time, we had a few more pets than we have now,
completing the chain. Back then, we were the happy owners of
2 dogs, a cat, a parrot, and a little marsupial (animal with a
pouch, like a kangaroo) called a sugar glider. The sugar
glider and the cat have since crossed the “Rainbow Bridge”
which some people call pet heaven. And, if you’re a regular
reader, you’ve read that we’ve added a new dog to our family
in the last month. But the new dog doesn’t exactly complete a
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food chain, so I just felt the need to explain why my blog is
called “My Food Chain Gang” even though we are down to 3 dogs
and a parrot.

As an animal lover, I would love to add even more pets to our
menagerie, however, it’s just not practical right now. We
have 1 dog with some terrier (terror!) in her, Jack Russell to
be exact, and she will “hunt” any kind of small animal we
bring into the house. So, my dreams of owning a rat or 2 or 3
will have to wait at least a few years, hopefully more, since
the “Jerk” Russell mix is only called that in jest — she is
our baby. My husband and I adopted her before we were married
and before the kids were born. And before you judge me, do
the research — rats actually make very good pets! Unlike many
of their rodent cousins; hamsters, gerbils and the like, rats
are actually pretty clean, very smart, and they are even
friendly and cuddly!

Since I already mentioned wanting a rat, which many people
think is a crazy pet, it should be no surprise when I say with
sincerity that if I didn’t have small children, I would have a
pet alligator. Again, a little bit of research will tell you
that alligators are almost nothing like (in behavior) their
fellow crocodilians. They are actually quite docile and
easier to handle than you would think if you know what you’re
doing of course — stress that point. I know some about
handling alligators, though I’'ve only held small to medium
sized ones, and I have never even owned a reptile, so needless
to say, this is not an option for me right now.. but maybe
someday!

I would also like a tortoise, but with 4 kids, 3 of which will
be under the age of 5, I do enough cleaning up around the
house as it is — don’t need a tank to clean! Plus, we are
very lucky to be able to afford some mini-vacations now and
then, and any more responsibilities for the pet sitter might
put her over the edge [J



I have always wanted a goat, and now that we live in the
country, I can see how easy it is to get one — you can just
open up the paper, call a number and buy a goat. But I don’t
think the neighbors would appreciate what our lawn would look
like. Something tells me our quiet residential neighborhood
near the heart of the downtown of the city would not be a good
place to house a goat.

I would love another cat someday, but I'm allergic. And it
all but broke my heart when I lost my beloved cat earlier this
year.. I felt very guilty that I couldn’t really pet her or
spend time with her as much as I (and she) wanted because of
my allergies.

And talking about cheap farm animals reminds me of another
realization I had after moving to the country — baby chicks
and ducks are really cute AND very cheep, err inexpensive!
But again, our Jerk Russell would just try to eat any kind of
animal like that. She STILL likes to hunt the parrot when he
flies in the house, even though he’s taken a nip at her more
than once with his huge beak!

And I would LOVE my own parrot — I've always wanted an African
Grey, ever since I was really little and read a wonderful book
by the same guy who wrote the movie, “The Water Horse”. The
author is Dick King-Smith, and his book, “Harry’s Mad” 1is just
a wonderful story for kids about a boy and his pet parrot.

But while I'm on the subject of parrots, let me talk for a
minute about pets NOT suitable for families. Parrots sure are
beautiful animals, and they’re lots of fun when they talk,
laugh, and imitate, but they are also very moody and
unpredictable. Most are not cuddly, and if they are, it’s
usually only with one person in the household, and they will
resent every other person who gets in their way. Which 1is
what happened with our parrot — he has bonded to Daddy, that’s
his “mate”, and the rest of us cannot touch him, OR ELSE we
have to deal with the rath of a beak that is strong enough to
snap a broomstick in HALF! Parrots are VERY loud — and there



is no relief from their noise. Their scream can rattle your
eardrum, and is almost always guaranteed to make a small child
cry. And, they scream to have fun! It’s not just when they
are upset or want something, so if you think you’ll be able to
quiet a screaming parrot, guess again! Luckily, ours is about
to celebrate his 7th year with us, so through lots of growing
pains, we’ve learned how to make it work in our house.

Parrots can also be very dangerous, so just like any other
animal, kids need to have constant supervision around
parrots. Overall, as the owner of a parrot, I would HIGHLY
recommend another pet choice to anyone with kids in the house.

I wouldn’t recommend a sugar glider as a pet either. OQurs was
“used” — we actually fOund her at a garage sale — and that is
a testament to how often people think it’d be cool to have one
of these only to decide later they’re too much work. They are
intelligent, social animals, so they require lots of
attention. However, they are also nocturnal, so you have to
be available at night to take them out of their cage to play.
Light will actually damage their eyes, so taking them out at
night in a specially under-1lit room is required. They can be
nippy, smelly (they excrete an odor to mark their territory),
and can even make loud noises all night that keep you awake.
And they require a special diet of fresh fruits and vegetables
also, which can be inconvenient and expensive.

So anyway, now that I've recommended all the pets that AREN'T
good for families, I would say that the standard dog or cat IS
great for families. Obviously, there is a lot to take into
consideration when shopping for one of these, and I won’t go
into that this time.. 1if you really need some good advice
about why humane societies are a better choice than pet stores
and what to look for while choosing a pet, see my previous
post called, “3’s a Crowd?”.

So, now you know where the title “My Food Chain Gang” came
from. Maybe someday, I will add to the chain and have a real
zoo to call my own. But for now, I will stick with the gang



we have — everybody knows their place in the chain and gets
along great!



