The Gilwood Box

Steve Gilbertson’s new wooden nest box

By Steve Gilbertson

Do we really need another nest-
box design?

Well, I think so.

A few years ago, [ realized that
some people want only an all-wood
nest box, if only for the very legiti-
mate reason of enjoying woodwork-
ing. Of course, a design must be
chosen, but of the dozen or so that
I’ve seen, it appears to me that each
have limitations that need not be. One
need only investigate various news-
letters and bluebird-related books to
determine what designs exist and
what their flaws might be.

What makes one bluebird house
better than another? Desirability?
Simplicity? Weight? Cost? Predator
resistance? How about ease in mount-
ing and relocating? Must something
be given up for something gained? I
think not.

Just about any reasonably de-
signed wood box will produce
bluebirds. Some might not be as
desirable because of an entrance
block or excessive depth. Some are
heavier or more complicated than
necessary. Others do not allow easy
sparrow trapping or removal. Certain
designs allow rainwater access at the
top or sides. Most nest boxes do not
allow quick or easy door replacement.

The Gilwood box is my effort to
eliminate what I view as shortcom-
ings in wood-nest-box design.

Weighing a little over four pounds,
the Gilwood is safely attached to a
1/2-inch thin-walled metal electrical
conduit with either conduit straps or a
2-inch section of galvanized plumber
strap and 1 1/2-inch deck screws.

Sparrow trapping is accomplished
by either the universal trap or a
modified Bauldry trap (see page 11).

Easy door replacement allows
unlimited entrance-style options.
With an opening of nearly four square
inches, the original door satisfies both
entrance and ventilation require-
ments. That part of the 2 1/4-inch
opening below the hinge pin should
measure between 1 1/4 and 1 3/8
inches in height. If not, slightly bend
the hinge pin. If a more traditional
entrance is desired, remove the pin
and door, and screw on a new 1x4x9-
inch front, using the existing pin
holes for attachment. Leave about a
1/8-inch gap at the top to prevent
binding, and a 5-inch depth from the
bottom of the entrance hole to the top
of the box floor.

One can create a slot box by
securing a solid 1x4x7 3/4-inch front
piece at a point 1 1/4-inches down
from the roof. Loosely place an
additional floor piece upon the
original to maintain an approximate
5-inch depth from the bottom of the
slot.

No side ventilation exists in this
box because the 4 square inches
found in the entrance is adequate for
ventilation during the day, and, I
believe, is beneficial during cold
periods. But, if you substitute a
standard 1 1/2-inch entrance hole,
reducing the entrance size to 1 3/4
square inches, then side vents of 3/4
inch nearly make up the difference.
Side ventilation is required even with
the use of the larger oval entrance of
3 square inches.

Economy, simplicity, and as few

lumber dimensions as possible are
important to me. I feel that if a box is
either complicated or requires un-
usual components, there may be
added expense, waste, or frustration,
leading possibly to fewer boxes
afield. This is why there are only two
lumber dimensions and only square
cuts required to construct the
Gilwood box.

I advocate use of screws, glue, and
wood preservative. Together, they
most certainly contribute to a solid,
tight, and long-lived nest box. Is use
of wood preservatives controversial?
Eleven years and a few thousand
PVC boxes ago, [ was concerned, but
no more.

Drying time for preservative
products varies, but within two weeks
of application, the box should be safe
for occupancy. Its life is now ex-
tended a few more years. With annual
fall application of preservative
dribbled on the roof with a ketchup
bottle or its equivalent, one risks
turning the nest box into an heirloom!

In my opinion, it is absolutely
required that all roofs never leak,
period. The Gilwood box roof over-
hangs on all sides. This allows easy
application of a glue seal at the roof
line. If one felt additional protection
was needed, a suitably sized piece of
one-half-inch exterior plywood is
easily attached. My research, consist-
ing of cutting and examining 15-year-
old plywood and chipboard roofs,
showed nearly no plywood deteriora-
tion and near total decay of chip-
board.

The floor of the Gilwood box is
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recessed nearly an inch in an effort to
prevent water intrusion via capillary
action. The floor has no drain holes
because the roof does not leak, and, if
it ever did, I’'m sure it would be fixed
quickly. A better reason might be the
results of a moisture test I performed.

Simulating a leaky nest box, I
chose a water drip rate of one per two
seconds onto actual nest material.
One minute elapsed as absorption
took place, and another minute passed
before the drain rate equaled the drip
rate. After a minute or so, I stopped
the drip into the box. After two
minutes, no water exited the single
drain hole.

How wet was the nest? Imagine
water pouring onto your mattress
until it can absorb no more, and then
you laying in it for a few days. Water
robs heat at a rate 25 times that of air.
Tests like this are highly variable
depending on the quantity of nest
material and the type and amount of
ventilation. It might rain for an hour
or for a few days. Cool temps and
high humidity slow the drying
process. Drill a few drain holes if you
like, but if it creates for you a casual
regard for water intrusion, nestlings
are done a great disservice. (Again,
the best course of action is to prevent
any water from entering the next box
in the first place.)

In summary, I believe no other
wood nest box to be as versatile and
adaptable to the various needs or
wants of dedicated bluebirders. Our
concerns are similar, yet different.
Whatever they might be, one must be
ready and able to solve or eliminate
the unexpected problem. I didn’t
learn this on my own. I was fortunate
to have one of the best teachers and
friends in the business, Dick
Peterson.

Steve Gilbertson holds his latest nest-box design, the Gilwood box.

Gilbertson’s design headquarters
is a cluttered northwoods garage

By Jim Williams

Steve Gilbertson, who lives in
Aitkin County in north central
Minnesota, is what you might call a
nest-box scientist. He is one of a
handful of persons in North America
who has expanded this branch of
knowledge with systematic observa-
tion of and experimentation with
materials, design, and nesting-cavity
occupants.

When you swing off Aiktin
County Road 2 into the Gilbertson
driveway, one of the first things you
see is a large stack of four-inch PVC
pipes beside a building. Septic project
underway? No. You are looking at
raw material for some of the manu-
facturing done in the small garage
near the house.

Here, PVC is cut and painted to
form the body of a very popular
bluebird nest box, many thousands of
which can be seen in all parts of
North America east of the Great
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Plains. The PVC box was Steve’s first
contribution to the advancement of
nest-box science.

If you prefer a wooden nest box,
he now has a design in that genre as
well, the Gilwood box, elegant in its
simplicity, but not simple.

The garage is a handyman’s
delight. It is filled with workbenches
and cupboards and shelves which in
turn are filled with tools and parts and
finished product. It is organized and
efficient and comfortably messy,
enough sawdust on the floor to accept
tracks, enough general clutter to make
it difficult to find a place to set a cup
of coffee.

Steve and his wife, Mary, and their
two children (now in college) moved
from Anoka, Minnesota, to Aitkin
County in 1995, when Steve retired.
He was 43 years old at the time. He
had worked hard and planned well.
He was a half dozen or so years into
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