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Red-tailed Hawk


Birdwatching in the Borderlands

Ditch your assumptions—and bring water.

unless you live in the desert, forget what you think you know about it. Throw away that vision of a monotonous sandscape strewn with tumbleweeds. In reality, few places offer such a vast array of habitats as Arizona and New Mexico, where aspen-tipped mountains meet saguaro sentinels of the low desert, canyons and caves meet vast grassland, and riparian corridors rich with cottonwoods meander like green ribbons through the arid, rocky landscape. In the southernmost reaches of the states, the tropics of Central and South America creep into the Madrean Sky Islands, while farther north, you meet the Rocky Mountains and the Kaibab Plateau. Among these mind-bendingly gorgeous landscapes, nearly 600 bird species occur in any given year. Of those, roughly 300 are resident breeders—a testament to the region’s astounding biodiversity.

As residents of Arizona (and admirers of our neighbors to the east) and as active members of the birding and conservation communities in our personal, professional, and volunteering lives, we are regularly reminded of the resilience required of the flora and fauna that call these seasonally inhospitable states home, and birds are no exception. Birding in the Southwest can be extremely accessible, from the benches at the lush Paton Center for Hummingbirds in Patagonia and the feeders at the famed Santa Rita Lodge in Madera Canyon, to what some might call, only half-jokingly, a death wish expedition to the rugged peaks and flash flood–prone canyons of our wilderness areas.

The signs of a changing climate are acute here. Invasive grasses lay claim to much of the landscape, exacerbated by unfettered grazing and irresponsible landscaping. Drought begets wildfire, now a regular occurrence in areas not historically prone or adapted to recover from it. To witness the loss of a swath of century-old saguaros is deeply unsettling. Water resources are alarmingly finite, and monsoon patterns, once as predictable as my Grandma Helen falling asleep within twenty minutes of a movie’s opening credits, have become inconsistent and nearly impossible to predict. Yet development rages on, and the birds are hard-pressed to adapt on the fly, pun entirely intended.

In short, this landscape—and the weather that accompanies it—will humble you. Spend enough time here, and you will experience bone-chilling cold and skin-sizzling heat, alpine peaks and sandstone canyons, all in a matter of hours. You might also spot a Golden Eagle and a Green Kingfisher. The Southwest is a birdwatcher’s paradise, no matter your skill level or birding style. We are constantly reminded of how lucky we are to live here, how fragile our existence on this land has become, and how the fractures of our relationship with the land must be healed for future generations of birds and birders.

We want this book to be a tool for birders of every skill and interest level, and we hope that our approach to this guide provokes thought, sparks joy, and helps you figure out what the heck that bird was. So grab this book, pack your sunscreen (along with more water than you think you can drink—throw an electrolyte pack in there while you’re at it), remember whose homelands you are visiting, and Leave No Trace as you venture out into our very birdy backyard.

[image: Image]
This map, commonly referenced by sciencey types in the region, shows the incredible habitat diversity present in Arizona and New Mexico.
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Adult Harris’s Hawk lifting off
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Upland Sonoran Desert near Florence, Arizona


An Acknowledgment of Occupancy

as you celebrate the birds of this region, please take a moment to reflect on, revere, and express gratitude for the deep history and stewardship of the dozens of Indigenous communities that have lived in the region for time immemorial and that continue to live and work throughout this now-occupied land. Members of at least forty-five tribes in Arizona and New Mexico moved throughout this unforgiving but bountiful landscape, working in harmony with its cycles of winter and summer rain, often migrating through its canyons and peaks with the seasons.

Land acknowledgements in and of themselves are gestures, nothing more. We believe, however, that these gestures are worth expressing, with hopes that, collectively, we may see an acknowledgement as a starting place for action—for supporting cultural easements and landback movements; for resisting the suppression of truth-telling as it relates to natural, cultural, and political history; and for assessing our own relationship with the land as part of, not separate from, the ecosystem.

While you are birding in Arizona and New Mexico, we hope you’ll take note of our guidance for birding on tribal lands.




What Do You Need to Bird?

you really don’t need anything special to enjoy birds. Go look (or listen) out your nearest window, no matter where you are, and you’ll likely be greeted by birds. Whether you’re in a rural or an urban setting, a natural habitat or a human-influenced ecosystem, your neighborhood or a national park, there’s no shortage of opportunity to spot a bird. That said, there’s also no shortage of gear that can enhance your experience and comfort while birding.

Clothing

Although there is no official birding dress code, it’s worth remembering that the Southwest holds a variety of rugged, harsh habitats, and your clothing is your first defense against the elements. Long sleeves and pants can be your best friends in thorny scrub, layered clothing will enable you to deal with drastic shifts in temperature, sturdy boots can protect you from unseen hazards in the brush, and a broad-brimmed hat can shield you from the often oppressive sun. Most importantly, know the areas you will be birding, watch the weather, and dress accordingly.

It’s also worth considering the impact your clothing choices can have on the birds you hope to observe. For example, bright or noisy clothing can alert birds to your presence, robbing you of the chance to see them before they see you. Lastly, consider your own comfort. If you’re not comfortable, you’ll be wasting energy that you could be using to find birds!

Optics

A pair of binoculars is the go-to tool for birding, and there are a few things you should know. First, binoculars range widely in price. The things that come with a price tag are durability, water- and vapor-proofing image quality, and an increased ability to gather light. So before you purchase binoculars, ask yourself some questions about how you want to use them. Will they take a beating in the field or will they be safely stored at home? Will you be birding in dimly lit forests or at a local park? Depending on their use, expensive binoculars can make anywhere from a huge to a tiny difference in your birding experience.

Next, it’s important to understand the numbers that accompany all pairs of binoculars. The first number is the magnification factor. The second number is the diameter of the front lens in millimeters. So, for example, a pair of 7×35 binoculars will magnify your view by 700 percent compared to the naked eye and will have a 35mm front lens, and 8×42 binoculars will magnify your view by 800 percent and will have a 42mm front lens. Both of these variations are popular among birders.

Both magnification and lens size come with trade-offs. High magnification can give you a shot at identifying distant birds, but it can make it difficult to track those that are close by. Also, high magnification amplifies the effect of shaky hands, and because high magnification binoculars are often heavy and bulky, at some point this becomes a problem for even the most steady handed birders. A large front lens increases the binoculars’ ability to gather light, but the larger the lens, the narrower the field of view (the size of the area you can see through the binoculars) becomes. Large front lenses can help when you’re looking for subtle field marks in dim lighting, but the narrow field of view they offer can make birds in motion difficult to spot. When looking for high-magnification optics for identifying distant, slow-moving birds such as waterfowl and raptors, birders usually stop at 10×50 binoculars before moving onto tripod-mounted spotting scopes, which can overcome the limitations of high magnification and provide increased accessibility for people for whom binoculars are not a good fit.

[image: Image]
Binoculars are nice for details and spying on shy sparrows, but charismatic species like this Vermilion Flycatcher are easy to enjoy sans optics.


Identification Tools

Last on the list of helpful birding tools to consider are bird identification resources. While observing birds, you are bound to run into identification puzzles; questions about range, habitat, and seasonality; and countless other wonders. To satisfy your curiosity, field guides (like this one), electronic apps, and bird checklists for your area are great tools to bring along. Also, bring a writing utensil and a pad—your own field notes can be invaluable down the road.

Most importantly, remember that the birds don’t care how you’re dressed or through what equipment you’re viewing them. They don’t even care if you know what species they are. Just be safe, get out there, and see some birds!




[image: Image]
The underbelly of a tricksy Myiarchus flycatcher in flight doesn’t give you much to go on; refer to the species accounts and then come back to identify it, if you dare!


Bird Identification

spoiler alert: Sometimes it’s really difficult. Sometimes, you just can’t. And that is absolutely fine, but these tips will help.

The value of a bird doesn’t depend on your ability to identify it. Similarly, your identity as a birder doesn’t hinge on your ability or desire to identify every bird you encounter. Nevertheless, if you’re watching birds, at some point you’re likely to be curious about exactly what you’re observing, and that brings us to identification, which requires a process of observation, analysis, and deduction.

Iconic birds such as the Greater Road- runner and Cactus Wren (the state birds of New Mexico and Arizona, respectively) are easy to identify, being emblematic of the region and well known even by the nonbirding public. Others, such as the Vermilion Flycatcher and Yellow-headed Blackbird, are easy to identify because of their exceptional uniqueness and descriptive monikers. If only they could all be so distinct! Species of sparrows, shorebirds (or “peeps”), gulls, flycatchers, and a handful of lookalikes spread across other groups can be frustratingly difficult to differentiate. There’s a reason sparrows have been not-so-affectionately referred to as “little brown jobs.” When you encounter these challenges, you’ll want to gather every available clue.

Birding by Eye

It probably goes without saying, but a bird’s physical appearance can offer many clues about its identity. But you have to know what to look for, and sometimes that can be complicated. It helps to become familiar with the basic parts of birds as well as field marks, or physical traits observable in the field that are helpful in distinguishing individual species. It’s not uncommon for a beginning birder to record a long list of a mystery bird’s features, only to return home and realize they failed to record the one feature that would’ve led to successful identification.

It also helps to start with broad observations before honing in on smaller details. General features such as overall shape and structure; bill, body, wing, and tail shape; posture; size; flight pattern; and behavior can help you organize birds into taxonomic, or evolutionarily related, groups, such as hummingbirds, woodpeckers, sandpipers, and so on. A slightly closer look can reveal groups within groups—Empidonax versus Myiarchus flycatchers, for example. The birds featured in this book are organized by these groups, or in taxonomic order, so starting with these categories will help you find the appropriate section in which to search. Once you’ve found the correct group, start paying attention to more species-specific field marks—pattern, color, and more nuanced observations of size, shape, and structure. Each group will have its own set of field marks that are of outsized importance in identification, such as head and tail shape in accipiters or leg color and bill shape in shorebirds.

But what do you do when you can’t get a good look?

Birding by Ear

You may not be able to get a great look at a bird for many reasons. It could be a particularly skulky bird, hiding behind dense branches and never offering you a full view. The bird could be extremely far away. You might be distracted by something else, such as another bird or a conversation with fellow birders. Or maybe you did get a good look but you’re trying to choose between two visually indistinguishable birds (those pesky flycatchers!). Whatever the case may be, your ears can offer you a whole new set of clues. Sounds can be helpful in identifying unseen or poorly seen birds, they are critical to differentiating visually indistinguishable species, and they enhance birding accessibility for people with impaired sight.

With many species having their own unique song (often complex vocalizations used in courtship) and with all having their own array of calls (usually simpler vocalizations used for contact, alarm, territoriality, or other announcements beyond a desire to breed), birding by ear can seem daunting. However, training your ears is really no different from training your eyes. First, familiarize yourself with the basic types of calls and songs you may encounter, such as the sharp chip and melodious song of a warbler, the rattling laughter of a woodpecker, or the buzzy, rolling song of a bunting. Again, knowing the basic types of calls and songs you may observe will help you file your observation into a taxonomic group of birds so you can narrow down your options when listening to them. From there, as with visual observation, it comes down to more minute details: Was that vireo’s call three parts or two? Was that warbler’s call ascending or descending in pitch? It’s also important to remember that both calls and songs can vary regionally and among individuals. One thing that is helpful to pay attention to beyond the specific pattern of a bird’s call or song is its general voice: Summer Tanagers, for example, have a smooth voice, while Western Tanagers have a gravelly one. Learning the general voice of an individual species can help you identify it even when it’s making an unusual vocalization that you can’t find in a recording.

The Lookalike Dilemma

Was that a Cooper’s Hawk or a Sharp-shinned Hawk? A Rufous-crowned Sparrow or a Rufous-winged Sparrow? The abundance of lookalike species can seem endlessly maddening as you’re trying to identify a bird. Worry not, however, for this is where you really get to hone your birding skills.

Behavior

So you think you’re close to nailing that identification, but you just can’t get a good enough look at the bird’s shoulder patch, malar stripe, or rump to come to a decisive conclusion. Luckily, birds and their surroundings offer us a bit more information to work with. Often, their behavior offers a “tell.” Cue the Spotted Sandpiper. You’re watching at a distance, and it seems impossible to decipher which darn peep you’re observing. Then you notice its tail, bobbing up and down as it quickly skitters along the shore, all by its lonesome. Now you’re equipped with the tools you need to make that identification. When we’re beginners, it’s easy to get caught up in appearances, but it’s often these subtle behavioral clues that tell us so much more. Is the bird flying solo or in a flock? Foraging on the forest floor or plucking berries from a shrub? Once you’ve watched the distinct behaviors of a species, you’ll find that behaviors are not only a joy to observe, but they’re also a great way to commit a species, and your experience watching them, to memory. When you’re out in the field, take your time observing, even if you’ve already got that identification all figured out.

[image: Image]
Rufous-winged Sparrows don’t always show off their rufous wings, which are really just tiny shoulder patches. A singing sparrow can make identification much easier.


[image: Image]
It’s easy to mistake this Brown- crested Flycatcher for its relative, the Ash-throated Flycatcher—they often dwell in the same habitat and are nearly identical.


[image: Image]

Adult male Phainopepla


Season, Range, and Habitat

The season, range, and habitat in which you make your observations are your next clues, and they are often the most helpful tools in your identification toolbox when differentiating between lookalike species, particularly when your subject doesn’t vocalize. Our human seasons, in birding terms, coincide with the seasons of a bird’s migratory cycle. In short, there is a breeding season typically in late spring to late summer, migration seasons in spring and fall, and overwintering/nonbreeding seasons. Resident species remain in their range year round, though this term can be an overgeneralization. The Phainopepla, for instance, breeds in the low desert in early spring, only to migrate to higher elevations for a second breeding cycle in summer.

Bird migration is spectacular to behold, and there are still many mysteries to be unraveled. There’s nothing quite like sitting under the moonlight as thousands of warblers or thrushes fly silently overhead (with the exception of their inconspicuous migration calls) or, conversely, being awakened at 2:00 a.m. to a cacophony of Sandhill Cranes. But the once reliable migration patterns of many species are beginning to shift in response to climate change—both in timing and in course. Sightings of rarities are becoming more commonplace as storms become more intense and frequent, knocking birds off course, and as ranges of species shift northward.

Range refers to the geographic boundaries of a species, as opposed to habitat, which represents the features within a bird’s range where it forages or feeds, roosts, or nests. For example, the range of Yellow-breasted Chat spans much of the North American continent and they can be found throughout Arizona and New Mexico, but a sighting is highly unlikely in arid lands, as they prefer brushy habitats along rivers and streams.

[image: Image]
Sandhill Cranes


When you’re in the field trying to distinguish between a little brown job and another little brown job, remember to ask yourself a couple of questions: Is it within season? Is this the species’ preferred habitat? Each bird species account in this guide includes range and habitat descriptions and, except in accounts of the rarest species, a range map. These tools will help you determine whether the bird you’re observing is within range and season.

Tips and Pitfalls

If you’ve never misidentified a bird, you haven’t spent much time birding. Though these mistakes can be (and are) made by even the most experienced birders, a few common blunders can trick beginning birders into a misidentification.

The first is not recognizing how subjective size can be. All sorts of variables, such as distance, perspective, motion, and even state of mind, can affect a birder’s perception. Reference points such as objects or birds of known size can be helpful but are not always available. For these reasons, be wary of using size as a definitive field mark. A species’ color can also vary, influenced by lighting, individual variation, feather wear, and time of year. Hence, you may notice that the colors you see on birds you observe may not match exactly the shades shown in this book’s photos. To avoid the trappings of size and color, you should identify birds with multiple field marks and observations about seasonality, behavior, and habitat. The more information you can gather to confirm one species and rule out others, the better.

Another way to avoid misidentifications is to consider the most common birds first. Rare birds are just that, after all. It’s smart, then, to start with the likely suspects and work your way out, considering rarities only once you’ve ruled out the birds common to the area (and in season). Studying ahead and becoming familiar with common species can help you avoid spending time digging through a field guide while there are birds to be watching. Local bird songs are a great addition to any playlist, and thumbing through this guide is a good way to pass the time between birding trips.

Alas, studying will get you only so far. The best way to improve your identification skills is through experience. Get out and bird as much as you can. Take advantage of others’ experience by connecting with local birders, or take your friends birding and learn together. Most importantly, don’t get discouraged! Even the most impressive birders, whether they admit it or not, had to start somewhere, and the struggle to identify a bird is half the fun.

Plumage Variation

No matter how hard you study, no matter how well you know every species’ identifying features, birds can throw you a curveball.

Birds of the same species (conspecifics) can differ greatly in physical appearance for a multitude of reasons, the first being simple individual variation. Just as humans in the same family can vary physically, so can birds within a population. Within a species, slight variations in size, color, and pattern should be expected, and this makes it especially important to focus on field marks, which tend to remain consistent across individuals (with some being more reliable than others). Field marks won’t always help you with juvenile birds, though—just ask anyone who has mistaken a juvenile Verdin, which lacks the bright yellow head of the adult, for a wildly out-of-range Bushtit. It pays to consider other identifiers, such as overall shape and posture, habitat, and behavior; to think about what other species are in the area to which a young bird could belong; to watch for adults; and to become familiar with juvenile plumages, especially for birds like Bald Eagles and Summer Tanagers that retain their youthful looks for multiple seasons.

[image: Image]
A Dusky-capped Flycatcher has a big noggin in relation to its body, which helps as a subtle field mark, but using only size to identify it can be tricky in the field because it resembles several doppelganger Myiarchus species.
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Juvenile Verdin


Another reason conspecific birds can differ in physical appearance is their sex, a feature referred to as sexual dimorphism. Such dimorphism can be minimal or lacking (as in doves and thrashers), subtle but apparent (as in woodpeckers and sparrows), or dramatic (as in hummingbirds and buntings). Historically, birding and avian science have been biased toward male birds. Perhaps this is because sexism is inherent in even the most niche corners of our society, or perhaps it is because in the majority of (but not all) avian species, the males are the flashier and more vocal of the two sexes, making them easier to observe and study. In the most egregious cases, birders and scientists have paid no mind to females except to note them as the males’ counterparts. Not only does this have implications for bird identification, but because female birds often exhibit behaviors and have habitat requirements that differ from those of males, it’s to the detriment of science and conservation as well.

Birds can also vary within a species geographically. In species such as the White- crowned Sparrow, individuals vary depending upon which breeding population they belong to. In these species, the variation can be subtle. In others species, such as the Dark-eyed Junco, the differences can be dramatic. Relating to geography (but also timing), individuals can undergo drastic changes in appearance as they shift between spring/summer (breeding) and fall/winter (nonbreeding) plumage, a process of feather loss and regrowth known as molting. Molting serves several functions for birds. It enables brightly colored breeders to blend in more easily during the nonbreeding season, it helps migratory birds prepare for and recover from their travels, and, most basically, it replaces old, worn feathers with shiny new ones.

[image: Image]
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The adult male Anna’s Hummingbird in the image above shows little color in its gorget when in the shade, but in the right light—bedazzling!
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Although not all of these features are distinct or present on every bird, they often serve as diagnostic field marks that are critical for identification when a bird is reluctant to offer other clues through vocalization and other species-specific behaviors.


Lastly, lighting can drastically alter a bird’s appearance. Some birds, such as hummingbirds that show off their brightly colored throats, or gorgets, by turning their heads to catch the sun just right, use lighting to their advantage. All birds, however, can vary in brightness and color depending upon the available light. Don’t use color as your sole field mark when birding in excessively dim or bright conditions, and keep in mind that the sparrow you spotted during a brilliant Southwestern sunset might not actually have been pink.

Though we wish it were possible to capture and curate photographs for this guide that fully encompass all possible variations, it’s not—unless you’d like to carry around multiple volumes, or an entire book about Red-tailed Hawks. For this reason, avoid trying to match your observed bird exactly with photos in this book, pay attention to consistent field marks, and consider all available clues, not just physical appearance, when identifying birds.

Parts of a Bird

The diagram above should help you when fellow birders start throwing around words that sound like they belong on an ingredients list.

Glossary of Plumage Terms

You too can throw out a nerdy bird term and impress, or annoy, your friends.


	auricular Feathers surrounding and channeling sound into the bird’s ear

	ceres Fleshy area of the upper mandible where the nostrils are located, present mainly on birds of prey, scavenging species, and parrots

	chin Patch of feathers directly below the bill/lower mandible

	crest Tuft of feathers atop a bird’s crown, often raised or lowered as a means of communication

	crown Top of the head, or cap

	eye ring Ring of feathers encircling the eye, often in contrast to surrounding plumage

	eyeline Feathered, contrasting stripe extending laterally from the eye toward the nape/back of crown

	flanks Feathered area along the bird’s sides, extending from the legs to under the wings

	forehead Area directly above the bill

	gorget Bib of iridescent feathers on the throats of many hummingbirds, particularly showy in adult males

	lores Small area between the eye and the base of the bill

	malar stripe Contrasting feathered stripe that runs downward and backward from the base of the bill along the sides of the throat

	mandible Bill, lower and upper

	mantle Upper back

	mustachial stripe Contrasting feathered stripe that runs backward and downward from the base of the bill between the malar area and auriculars

	nape Back of neck

	orbital ring Bare, unfeathered skin circling the eye

	primaries Flight feathers extending from the outer half of the wing

	primary coverts Rows of feathers covering the base of primary flight feathers

	scapulars Feathers along the sides of a bird’s back, covering the base of the wing

	secondaries Flight feathers extending from the inner half of the wing

	secondary coverts Rows of feathers covering the base of the secondary flight feathers

	subterminal band Often found in raptors, a contrasting band running across the tail, slightly above the tip

	supercilium Eyebrow stripe; contrasting stripe running laterally above the eye

	supraloral Area directly above the lores

	tail coverts Small feathers at the base of the tail

	tertials Innermost secondary flight feathers between the rest of the secondaries and the scapulars

	throat Area below the chin and above the upper breast

	undertail coverts Feathered patch covering base of tail feathers/vent area

	wingbars Contrasting stripes on the wing surface, usually present on wing covert tips

	wingtips Tips of primary flight feathers
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Anatomy of a wing
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ABOVE This map, commonly referenced by
sciencey types in the region, shows the incred-
ible habitat diversity present in Arizona and
New Mexico.

orrPosITE Adult Harris’s Hawk lifting off
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