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BIRDING IN NEW ENGLAND

BIRDING IN NEW ENGLAND is a journey from hills and headwaters to saltmarsh and sea, with a quilt of ecosystem patches comprising a complex and dynamic landscape in between. Though largely forested, the nooks, crannies, and working lands here create valuable sites to host diverse bird populations. A noteworthy part of the story of New England’s landscape is the forest’s return from extensive eras of forest removal and the abandonment of farmland. I often challenge birdwatchers to dissect the forested landscape in order to understand how age and species composition so greatly impact the varieties of species that can be found there. From the quickly diminishing early successional forests to the dark and mystical spruce-fir communities, each forest type is crucial for finding birds and supporting populations within this landscape.

With hundreds of breeding birds, and hundreds more migrant species, New England is an exciting and fast-paced region for birding. Rich seasonality and dense migration periods create narrow windows of opportunity to find birds passing through, keeping birdwatchers on their toes. In addition to abundant species diversity, there are ample opportunities to access excellent birding spots and get involved with the birding community. New England’s long, rich history of birding and conservation has bolstered an expanding landscape of birdwatchers. Across New England are dozens of birding clubs and conservation organizations. These groups provide invaluable resources and an active community for involvement and learning. As these organizations grow, they gain opportunities to reach new audiences and introduce the next generation of birdwatchers to what they hold so dearly. They not only help to connect the birdwatching community, but also serve as important advocates for access and connection to nature.

With much of New England only a few hours at most from the coastline, each state offers great opportunities for different styles of birding and new suites of species. New England’s miles of coastline create rich coastal ecosystems, harbor strongholds for imperiled species, and attract a myriad of rare and downright surprising species. For those living farther inland, a trip to the coast is guaranteed to bring at least a few interesting bird sightings. It is also important to point out that these coastal communities are highly at risk to development and degradation due to rising sea levels. Conservation organizations are key to protecting these critical ecosystems for birds, birdwatching, and the resiliency of our communities.

From south to north, the landscape types and bird communities quickly transition, making southern populations of boreal species within a day’s drive of the south, and Cerulean Warblers a day’s drive from the north. Vice versa, burgeoning southern species are establishing breeding populations in small pockets throughout southern New England, bringing a new suite of species to the region, a solemn reminder of climate change shifting species ranges north. Almost anywhere in New England positions you well for excellent birdwatching and meeting other folks that share the enjoyment. As the birdwatching community diversifies and grows, so does the warmth and welcoming spirit you will encounter when bumping into binocular-clad, wide-eyed enthusiasts shivering on winter beaches, sharing their notes and sightings. Do not be afraid to ask questions, or to say, “I don’t know.” Birding is a never-ending journey with bumps and bounds; enjoy the trip.







TOOLS

TOOLS DO NOT DEFINE BIRDWATCHING, but they do often help. You can enjoy birds with no tools at all, but at the end of the day, there are a lot of birds that you will need some extra zoom to identify. Optics are the tools of the trade, as improved views make birdwatching more accessible. Binoculars are the starting point. These handheld, common tools are relatively easy to carry and use: they hang around your neck, fit in a backpack, sit well on the passenger seat, and quickly become a birdwatcher’s best friend. Spotting scopes are the next step toward big gear. They double the zoom power of binoculars, making distant birds identifiable, but are not handheld, requiring a tripod to use. Some birdwatching locations—or certain birds—may require a scope to get any sighting at all.

Cameras are another commonly carried piece of a birdwatcher’s arsenal. Capturing proof of a rare species is helpful for recordkeeping, and helps other birdwatchers know what to look for. Grabbing a quick photo can also help with identifying a bird that has frustratingly darted into shrubs. Catching tail-feather edging or a wing bar can give you a few final pieces to solving a puzzle. Cameras can also be a gateway to bird art, enriching every interaction with these winged beauties. Audio recording similarly helps to document bird sightings, but is historically a less common practice. Capturing recordings of bird song is helpful for personal review, and to submit to bird song databases. Sound recording can start with your smartphone and extend into specialized equipment to get high-quality sound bites. Smartphones have surprisingly decent microphones, and—paired with a few tips and tricks—can get you some nice recordings.

Though there are a lot of tools and tech out there to compliment birdwatching, not all are necessary. Explore what tools help you most and fit your style of birding.

BINOCULARS

Little else announces a birdwatcher than a trusty pair of binoculars dangling from their person. For many, their binoculars are like children—deeply cherished and always kept within sight. Binoculars not only give you a closer view, but absorb more light than your own eyes, proving invaluable when spotting small or distant birds or while caught in low light. Viewing warblers in a dawn canopy or sparrows in dense brush is almost impossible without extra zoom and brightness. Figuring out which binoculars work best for you is an important process that can change your birdwatching experience immensely. Consider the following when deciding on a pair.

Price

The most important factor when it comes to binoculars is that you have them, and that they are readily accessible. Price is often a major barrier to purchasing binoculars, as they can cost thousands of dollars. If you are just getting started, a pair tucked away in the attic or from a tag sale are great places to start. Inspecting for broken or seized parts is necessary, as older binoculars may have faced injuries over time. Eventually, though, you will want a newer pair. Start with budget. I like to think in a few categories: under $100, $200–$500, and $1,500–$3,000. These categories paint a picture of the variation in cost and take into account where major changes in quality occur. Within each category, there are quality pairs that will help your birding. Some people may say to spend as much money as you can to get the best gear, but optics can be so personal to preference and your own eyes that the exact pair is truly what works best for you, rather than just the price. Begin with some research; consider which brands and models will work within your budget and compare. You might recognize a few major brands that cross each of these price ranges. Some brands have better customer service and repair processes than others, which can come in handy if you take yours to the pits of a saltmarsh or hiking to a summit.

Specifications

The technical side of binoculars is about understanding how physical dimension impacts what you see. This is represented by two important numbers: zoom and objective lens diameter, i.e., 8 x 42. The first and smaller number is your zoom, and the larger second number is the objective lens diameter. Zoom amplifies your view, while the objective lens diameter impacts how much light is absorbed. Changing these numbers comes with tradeoffs, and many birdwatchers have strong preferences as to which dimensions work best for them. Though you can find a wide variety of these combinations, zoom powers between 7 and 10 with diameters between 35 and 50 are the best for birdwatching. This does not mean a pair of 10 x 25 binoculars will not help you find birds, but the dimensions are just less ideal. A smaller objective lens diameter means the binoculars are less bright, but paired with lower zooms, you get brighter binoculars. The most popular tend to be 8 x 42 binoculars, as they balance zoom and brightness.

Zoom also impacts your field of view, which is the width of the view that you see through your binoculars. A larger zoom narrows the field of view. Think about a video camera zooming in: as you zoom in on an image, the width becomes narrower. Larger fields of view mean that birds are often easier to find when picking up your binoculars, proving most helpful for warblers—yet another bonus for 8 x 42s. On birds that are farther away, added zoom is key, and the smaller field of view is noticed less due to the distance. A negative about higher zoom, though, is that the natural shake of your hands, particularly when holding binoculars up for a while, is amplified. Larger binoculars like 10 x 50s are shakier due to their inherent size and weight. This can be frustrating and make bird identification difficult.

With all of this to consider, try out many binoculars. Figure out which work best for you. If you cannot find a store to test binoculars, you cannot go wrong with a pair of 8 x 42s, given their balance of dimensions that provide a quick and prolonged bird viewing experience. Having a pair of binoculars is better than not having one, so what you choose will surely serve you well.
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Equinox Mountain (VT)









Using Binoculars

Adjusting your diopter to account for differences in your eyes cures most issues with binoculars. The diopter is a dial around a single lens that allows you to focus just that lens. This is different than the main focusing dial on top, which focuses both lenses simultaneously. For many binoculars, the diopter is located below the right eyecup and labeled with a + or -. For some binoculars, the diopter can be part of the large knob on top. Follow the steps below to set your diopter to your eyes.

Turn the larger focusing dial on top to focus on a nearby object.

Close your right eye and focus with the big dial so that the left eye sees a perfectly focused image of the object.

Now close the left eye and use the diopter to focus the right eye while looking at the same object (do not touch the large dial on top).

When the right eye is focused with the diopter, your “eye settings” are “saved” into the binocular, meaning that every time you adjust the big focus dial, the slight differences in your eyes are accounted for, as both eyes are equally adjusted to focus. This will instantly make the view through your binoculars clearer.

When looking through binoculars, you should see one large circular image. If you are only seeing an image through one eye, two separate images, or seeing a lot of black on the edges of your view, squeeze or widen your binoculars to find the exact width of your eyes. Adjusting your eyecups will help with this as well. Those who wear glasses should have the eyecups depressed, while those without glasses should extend the eyecups to reach the best field of view.

Tip: Start by finding the bird with your bare eyes, and keep them locked on the bird. Pick up your binoculars by holding them away from your face and bringing them directly back to your eyes. This ensures that, when the binoculars reach your eyes, you are seeing the same view that you were without them. If you pull the binoculars upward to your eyes, you will subtly be lifting your eyes upward as you pull, causing you to lose the location. This wastes precious time searching through a narrower field of view for a bird. Shorter moments with the binocular to your eyes can reduce shaking and allow you to continually follow a bird as it darts through the treetops.

SPOTTING SCOPES

While binoculars range in the 7 to 10 power zone, spotting scopes tend to start at 20 power. This improved zoom makes identifying distant birds attainable. Scopes can also zoom in, increasing the zoom from 20 power to 40 or 60. Good dimensions for a scope are around 20–40 x 80. This gives you a big increase in zoom from binoculars, and a large objective lens diameter to make them bright enough for viewing. The improved zoom, and subsequent weight from the sheer size, means a tripod is required, and that comes with an added price. Some even say that a good scope with a bad tripod makes a bad scope. Lighter tripods are impacted more by hand shake and wind, creating a very shaky image. A sturdy tripod goes a long way. High-quality tripods are often heavier or made of carbon fiber. The heavier a tripod, the less it is impacted by movement.

Scopes come in two configurations: straight tubes and angled tubes. The straight tube lets you aim the scope directly where you are looking. The scope can also be raised right to your eye while standing. Straight tubes make viewing soaring birds very difficult, as you have to crouch as they get higher in the air. Angled tubes easily allow for viewing soaring birds, as you can remain standing while shifting the view higher. The downside is that you need to bend your neck down to the eyepiece. Angled tubes can also make finding the object harder, as you are not looking directly at the bird anymore. Test various scopes to see what you like.

As with binoculars, any bit of added zoom is helpful. Lower-power scopes can be less expensive, but offer less benefit; try to maximize zoom power and cost. When scopes reach the 40-power range, they become shakier, darker, and more difficult to focus. Unlike the many preferences of binocular specifications that result in better viewing, scope quality is defined by the quality of the glass. Therefore, price often correlates with quality. For lower-quality glass, the 40-power range can be very unclear and almost unfunctional. Picking the right configuration and specifications while buying the best quality scope possible is a big decision. At the end of the day, the added power brings more birds a bit closer.

An added bonus with scopes is that you can use your smartphone camera to take a photo through the spotting scope, known as “digiscoping.” This allows you to document bird sightings without an additional purchase of a camera. It is also a quick way to grab an image of a bird that is far away. This can be accomplished with binoculars as well, but with greater difficulty and the need for three hands. After the scope is zoomed and focused, hover your phone camera over the eyepiece of the scope. Use your screen to find the “moon,” or the bright circle of the image, in the scope. When you find the “moon,” move your camera closer until the image is clear and a complete circle. You can then use the zoom on your phone to get a larger image. This takes a lot of practice, and it is tough to get camera-quality photos. A digiscoping mount can help you set up your phone camera so that it is locked into place, reducing movement and allowing you to easily play with zoom and focus.







BIRD IDENTIFICATION

BIRDS ARE BEAUTIFUL, and every bird’s plumage holds something special to observe. It is why many are drawn to watching birds and identifying them. Everything we find beautiful about bird plumage is a hint to identification and an insight into their life. When you look at a bird, you are seeing its plumage, the outfit of the feather it wears throughout its molt cycle. Molt is the shedding of old worn feathers, followed by the regrowing of new, stronger feathers to help birds survive the trials and troubles of migration, winter, or breeding. Some birds, like Black-capped Chickadees, may molt slowly, remaining in the same plumage year-round. Other birds, like many warblers, may molt twice a year, creating a breeding and nonbreeding plumage. Breeding plumage is the bright, distinct plumage that many associate with a bird species. This distinct plumage is part of the reproduction process as birds seek mates and guard territories. Male Magnolia Warblers, for example, have a crisp and contrasting plumage in spring as they prepare to impress mates. When they molt in late summer into their nonbreeding plumage, they become drabber and can be tough to identify. Then in later winter, they molt again into the spring-breeding plumage. In contrast, waterfowl like ducks can sometimes molt so heavily all at once that they are incapable of flight for a time. Most remain in one plumage for most of the year, and molt at the beginning of the breeding season. During summer, males lose almost all their distinguishing characteristics, and their plumage is generally termed “eclipse plumage.” Ducks court, display, and physically copulate while migrating, so by the time they reach their breeding grounds, they are laying eggs and raising young. Therefore, they molt quite quickly and regrow feathers in time for fall migration. Considering time of year is important when studying the bird plumage you see. Though it may be difficult to memorize each bird’s molt cycle, you can group a few together, like warblers or waterfowl.

The next step is actually viewing the bird. You can admire a bird in many ways. Identifying them, though, takes a bit of structure and practice. When you see a bird on a feeder, filing through spent black-oil sunflower seed shells, what is the first feature you notice? Or a bird sitting still nearby, you may be able to see all features clearly, making your job momentarily easier. If a bird whizzes by or flits through a nearby shrub, you may not get any bit of a clear view. In those situations, and even for a still and nearby bird, collect as much information as you can. Brains are remarkable and can see a lot; we just need to train ourselves to retain what we see in a split second or so.
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American Goldfinch, male
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Swamp Sparrow



I like to say “pick three big features.” Perhaps those three features are all colors: blue, black, and white. That is a huge start, as there are not too many birds that fit that description. If you catch three colors, you probably also have an idea of where on the bird they were. Take it easy on yourself—think head versus tail or top side versus bottom. Whenever picking out three features, pick out big ones. You may see yellow, but if you are noticing just the yellow feather shafts of a Pine Siskin, you may not be noticing the streaking, or the bill, or the tail. Go big. If you are worried that you will not remember, say it out loud. In some situations, you may have poor lighting and only hints of color, or just a silhouette. Then, your big features may be shape. Long tails, short legs, crests, round, skinny, long bills, you name it. A long bill may be all the giveaway you need to flip open this guide to shorebirds and compare between long-billed shorebirds.

Now that you collected your data, think about what you already know, which is a lot. Birds are everywhere, and chances are you have seen at least one. You likely have seen photos of birds, or have read something about one. Give yourself some credit. Compare to what you already know. Let’s take a pigeon, for instance. As a kid, I used to play a game called “is it bigger than a bread box” while on long car rides (and short ones too). Bird identification is just like that. Is it bigger than a pigeon? If yes, you can rule out a lot of birds. If no, you can rule out a lot of birds. This method works throughout your whole birding career. You can use this method to compare between similar species, or to identify a bird that you saw for one millionth of a second in a group of gulls. Pick your own home-base bird; maybe it is a pigeon, or a robin, or a Red-tailed Hawk. Pick a few to give yourself a gradient. You can also use this method combined with shape. Compare the bill or leg length, or just the body size and shape.
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Cooper’s Hawk, immature



Size and shape do begin to intersect. What defines a long bill? Or a long-“er” bill? That is where relativity and comparison becomes helpful. If the bill is longer than a pigeon’s bill, how long is it? Unless you have both birds next to each other, you can only guess at size. Instead, compare the bill to its own body. By comparing the length of the bill to the length of the head (from the base of the bill to the back of the head), you can visually distinguish the bill length. This is a key way to separate yellowlegs species or Downy versus Hairy woodpeckers. For these two examples, it may be difficult to gauge general size. A Downy Woodpecker may look as big, but do the proportions of the bill line up? Use the “is it bigger than a pigeon?” method as a starting point and build from there. If you notice a major feature that is different—like very long legs, or a hooked bill, or talons—you know you can start yourself in the right direction.
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Barred Owl



The size and shape of bills and legs are great for comparison, but if you catch a good look, you can head right to the group of birds. Studying beaks is an exceptional way to understanding bird life and identification of families or genera. A long, pointed bill can be good for probing, while a hooked bill is excellent for tearing flesh. An eagle can catch a fish, tear it apart, and eat it; an American Woodcock cannot. But an eagle also cannot use its bill to pull worms out of the earth. Bills are the phenotypes of adaptation. Some bills are multi-tools, like the heavy bill of a gull, or even a sparrow bill, which is great for catching insects as well as opening seed shells. You can get deep into bill shapes, separating warblers from vireos, or finches from sparrows, but general shapes go a long way.

Whether you catch just a few major features or are looking at a photo of a bird, you are going to have to get specific at some point. The diagnostic identification characteristics of birds are known as field marks. These can be regions of bird feathers, specific feather types, or physical body parts. Sometimes these body parts correspond to human body parts, and others just do not. When describing birds, I try to be as helpful as I can, and though there are many scientific terms for field marks, what is most helpful is standard language, not necessarily ornithological nomenclature. There is, however, a bit of jargon that can be helpful, as it most accurately describes part of the bird. The following charts help to describe a few bird field marks and names of features.

A few terms to keep an eye on:

Primaries: The last ten feathers at the end of the wing.

Secondaries: Feathers that begin from the primaries toward the body. There are generally at least ten, but there can be more, depending on the shape and style of the wing. Primaries and secondaries are the main flight feathers that are strong and stiff, facilitating flight.

Tertials: The last few feathers between the secondaries and the body that kind of bridge the gap, but that are variable and not structurally integral for flight.

Coverts: Feathers that “cover.” Coverts are all over the body, but these become most helpful when discussing the wing. Primary coverts cover the top of the primaries, while secondary coverts cover the secondaries.

Lores: The area between the bill and the eyes, or just above the eyes on both sides of the face.
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Bird plumage anatomy: Important parts on a bird are referenced throughout this guide.



Mantles: Essentially the top side of the bird. The back of the bird is just its back and not the wings, but the mantle is the back and the wings combined when folded. This field mark is most helpful with solidly patterned birds like gulls or geese.

Wing bars: Lines created by wing coverts across the wing. Though they are still visible in flight, when a bird has its wings folded, it often creates two bars straight across the wing.

Field marks are how field guides work; a selection of specific characteristics that diagnose an identification. In some situations, you may have all the field marks down, but two species are so incredibly similar that a final decision is difficult. It tends to take years to feel comfortable within these situations. Cooper’s and Sharp-shinned hawks make up such an instance. Their plumages are very similar, and though Cooper’s Hawks are bigger, there is overlap. A small male Cooper’s Hawk is roughly the same size as a large female Sharp-shinned Hawk. Instead of focusing on the finer details of field marks in this case, focus on the shape “T” for Sharp-shinned and “t” for Cooper’s. Comparing the relative head size is great, too, as a Sharp-shinned Hawk appears to have a head that is disproportionately small for its body. Downy and Hairy woodpeckers can fall into the same category, given their similar call notes among other traits. The key here is trying not to say “that one looks big” or “that is a tiny bill,” but rather compare the bill to the length of the head. If the bill is half the length of the head, it is a Downy; if it is as long as the length of the head, it is a Hairy.
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Parts of the head: Distinguishing areas on the head of a bird are helpful for identification.



SOUND

Bird sound is mesmerizing: a spring dawn chorus can give you goosebumps, or a headache, if there are too many birds singing to get a clear identification on a single one. Bird sound is very complicated and is hard to study with just words; it takes practice, either in the field or at home with recordings. You can, though, break down what types of bird sounds there are and generally what they may mean. Songs and calls are the two big vocal categories. Understanding the type of sound will help you structure your learning and interpret what is going on in the bird world.

Songs are a specific type of bird sound used for breeding or territoriality. Birds will sing to attract a mate for breeding. They may also use this song to retain their territory during their nesting season, letting other birds know where their realm lies. Historically it was assumed that only male birds sang, but more research is showing that many female birds sing as well. Singing can also be used in fall by adults teaching young birds their songs, or young birds practicing their songs. I always give a chuckle at a young White-throated Sparrow in early fall singing a oh sweet can ahh ahh ah eeehh oooo uhh ah. Songs are frequently more complex and melodious than calls. Warblers and thrushes have incredible songs that leave the heart yearning. Flycatchers, on the other hand, have songs that are very simple.

Calls are basically all other types of bird vocalizations. These tend to be simpler sounds, often single or repeated notes, but not always. In owls, it can be difficult to discern what is a song and what is a call. Calls can mean just about anything. It can be as subtle as a zip, a wheer from nocturnally migrating birds, or the squeaky toy–like sounds from an American Goldfinch. Some calls are direct warnings though. American Robins can make a thin, high-pitched warning call. Black-capped Chickadees call chick-a-dee dee dee dee dee dee dee (with a few added dees) to signal to other birds something is going on, like a predator in the area.

Birds can also communicate without vocals via physical sounds. Woodpeckers drum their beaks on hollow trees or drain pipes in a specific pattern to attract a mate or state territory. Therefore, many woodpeckers can be identified just by the drumming pattern. Some birds clack their beaks together, often in warning. Owls do this to show aggression to other owls or predators. I have had owls clack at me at night in response to a whistled Saw-whet Owl call. One huge realm of physical sound is the sound of air moving through feathers. Many birds make sounds with their wings as they fly. All waterfowl, with their strong and stiff wings, whistle or hum as they fly. Smaller ducks often have a high-pitched whistle, while a swan sounds like a washing machine hurtling through the sky. The American Woodcock has specialized primary feathers that create a twittering as they circle to great heights, and then a chirping sound as they dart toward earth in tight circles. Other birds may even use their tails to make sounds in display.
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White-throated Sparrow



FLIGHT AND BEHAVIOR

Sometimes field marks on a bird just do not cut it. Or sometimes you may not need them. Often groups of similar birds share behaviors that are important for identification. Finches and woodpeckers have a bouncing, arcing flight. Waterfowl are very direct and swift fliers. Peregrine Falcons dive at warp speed to kill their prey. When studying flight, you may not be able to see a silhouette and know the exact species—but then again, you might. Flight patterns are particularly helpful with shearwaters, which show patterns of arcing and gliding that fit well into each species. Try describing how a bird flies. I like to think that American Robins flick their wings out as they fly, quickly contracting them again. That flight style and silhouette, though subtle, means field marks are not even a consideration. Some birds just do not have a unique flight, though. Sparrows just flutter into a bush or goldenrod, so you hardly even get a chance to see them fly. Soaring versus gliding is an important distinction though. Some birds are capable of soaring, meaning they can hold their wings out and gain altitude by catching warm air currents and circling over the top of them. This is particularly helpful when separating crows from ravens, as ravens have enough surface area on their wings to allow them to soar, while crows cannot. Crows can glide, which they do frequently, but they are not consistently gaining altitude without flapping. Soaring is a key feature for many birds of prey and a few other species.
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Rough-legged Hawk



Flight is a type of behavior, but there are many more oddities that come into play. Feeding behavior or strategy is huge. Some birds probe their pencil-like bill into the mud until their forehead gets wet. Others gently glean caterpillars off branches. Those seem like huge differences—and they are, which is why behavior is so helpful in identification. Eastern Phoebes, for example, are fairly nondescript, but their plump shape and upright posture, paired with their tail bob, is a dead giveaway in April as they perch on a clothesline. Studying behavior comes with a bit of interpretation. You may see a bird repeating a pattern, but what is it doing? Try to discern if what you see is feeding, typical gait, or maybe even a courtship display. Some behaviors are so distinct they lead to near-instant identification. Be aware, though, that some behaviors are diagnostic within a group of birds, but they might not be the only birds to do that. Some birds may also behave in similar ways, but maybe not as frequently. This is the case with a few warbler species. Palm Warblers constantly bob their tail as they flit and feed; Prairie Warblers, on the other hand, will bob their tail, but not as extensively. This can be tricky and frustrating when comparing the two species in the field, but an important lesson to learn.
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Tricolored Herons spread their wings over the water when hunting, to create shade that attracts fish. The movement looks like a dance in the water.



Now, put this all together. While it may feel like a lot, you are building a database in your brain, a dichotomous key will help your brain quickly narrow down identification. Birding is a brain training, and it really does take some working out. This quick narrowing-down process can lead to split-second bird identification that seems baffling to many people, and it might just seem like luck. Some also describe it as having the GISS: General Identification Shape and Size. It is the idea that you can catch a pertinent feature or two, notice the relative size and shape, and know what bird it is. Often this happens when you have seen a bird frequently, or sometimes you just get into a groove. Like the “is it bigger than a pigeon?” exercise, it’s kind of like having a home-base bird. American Robins flying in to roost on a late winter evening while I am shaking from the cold, damp air, are home-base birds for me. The whole scene seems to make sense to me. I also find that these birds, and those moments, form such strong connections to nature that when you think about that bird, you can step right back into that moment. You can smell the wetlands waking up as winter dissipates.
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Peregrine Falcon



FINDING BIRDS

With just your eyes or ears, you can enjoy birds to an endless degree. Many people find their first connections with birds by hearing dawn choruses or watching hummingbirds at feeders. For some it may be the gentle cooing of pigeons in a park. Birdwatching does not start with optics and a checklist, but from an innate love for these incredible creatures that gift us with song and wonder. Intrigue is where it starts. Becoming inquisitive of what you see or hear is at the heart of birdwatching; it is what drives you to try to identify a fleeting glimpse, or see a new species. With this wonder comes awareness. Expanding what you see and hear comes with practice but is endlessly useful. Try to question every single tinkle of a sound, or every shade passing through your vision. Each sound is something and has a reason behind it. If you mistake birds or squirrels for frogs, you know you are listening hard, and that is a good place to be.

In fact, birding by ear is one of the most important skills a birdwatcher can learn, and is, if nothing else, just fun. Even if you do not initially identify what you hear, you can use sound to direct your attention and pursue the identification. Try this exercise: Focus on what you hear and try to discern direction, distance, and height. I like to picture concentric rings of distances around me. What sounds are within 50 yards? What about 100 yards? 150? Within these rings, point to (or visualize) the exact direction of the sound you are hearing. Is the sound vertically high or low? This type of practice helps to build on your sound awareness. This can also help with sorting out specific sounds from among a complicated dawn chorus. For a sound just a bit too far to hear clearly, add some amplification by cupping your hands and holding them behind your ears. I call this “owl ears.” This works like a funnel for sound, but also narrows your hearing to a smaller zone, like zooming in with a camera. This may also be helpful to dull road or car noise from behind you as you listen closely to a chip note in the shrubs.

Like using your hands to focus your hearing, when using binoculars or a spotting scope, you are similarly narrowing your vision. When you see a bird flitting about, or are searching for warblers foraging in the canopy, begin with just your eyes. With the narrowed field of view from binoculars, you will have a difficult time finding birds that are moving quickly. The wider your vision, the quicker you can catch the movement of birds and predict where they will be. Time looking through binoculars is best spent with strategic timing. When you maximize time with your bare eyes, you are also giving yourself the opportunity to observe behavior, general size, and location, giving you the whole picture of the bird by the time you pick up the binoculars.
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Farmland interspersed throughout forests and mountains is common across the New England landscape.



Binoculars typically work best at close distances and with moving birds. Though a spotting scope would bring you a closer, glorious look at a Magnolia Warbler, finding a bouncing warbler with such a narrow view is painfully difficult. Spotting scopes are thus best for birds that are perched or sitting on the ground or water. With these farther and generally stationary birds, you can use binoculars or spotting scopes to scan across a plane until you find what you are looking for. Often taking your time while scanning is best, as the narrow field of view means a bird can skip through your sight in a second. When searching the distant sky for birds of prey with a scope, try to pick out a reference point on the horizon. Hills, trees, or building features are great place holders. Then consider the distance from the horizon or tree line. One entire field of view above the tree line is often called a “glass.” If a bird is a glass above the tree line, that means if you put the bottom of your view on the tree line, the bird should be near the top of your view. Pairing this with your reference points makes it easier to find a tiny soaring Sharp-shinned Hawk with a spotting scope. A similar process is used with birds in a tree. Think of the whole tree as a clock, and tell the time when describing a bird’s location. You can also describe the inner, middle, and outer third of the tree to pinpoint the exact location.

TIMING AND LOCATION

Phenology is the intersection of seasonality, behavior, and available resources. It is like nature’s work calendar, the patterns of biological and environmental factors that help to determine what is happening in the natural world. By studying bird phenology, you build an instantaneous dichotomous key in your brain. The more you learn these bird patterns, the better at identifying birds you will become. It is sometimes puzzling how someone can see a bird whizz through an opening with a whispered chip note and know exactly what it is. This is a product of putting together all the clues available. Timing can be broken down into seasonality and time of day. Both influence where birds will be, and what food sources they may be using. On the location side, there is the ecosystem and the geography. Being in the right place at the right time is not a matter of luck, but the natural ways of birdwatching. It is strategically planned for and expected.
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If you frequent a place, you can watch how the bird life changes throughout the seasons and within each little pocket of ecosystems.



Migration is a good place to start when considering timing. Birds migrate for a host of reasons, but essentially the reasons all work cohesively to place a bird in one spot at one time. The weather, day length, and the availability of food resources are just some of the major drivers. Consider Wood Ducks nesting near slow to still water, feeding on aquatic vegetation and macroinvertebrates. As the cold weather sets in, the aquatic vegetation fades away, so they begin to feed on acorns or fruit. When the weather gets cold enough and the water freezes, Wood Ducks lose the safety of open water and vacate. Those seasonal drivers are innately known, and the changing temperatures coinciding with the changing photoperiod push those birds South, but weather patterns have the final say of when and how far they go in a day’s time.
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These terns have staged in a large group before fall migration.



Where birds are found can change drastically within just a day’s time. Many long-distance migratory birds spend their nights traveling, making subtle calls here and there. When they land, right around dawn, they immediately need to feed to refuel. They move across the landscape as mixed flocks or individuals, searching for a reliable resupply location. Therefore, birds found in one spot at dawn may not be anywhere close to that same area by the afternoon. Owls may roost during the day, sometimes in dense conifer thickets, and then hunt at sunset and sunrise. Geese will roost on water at night, fly to fields throughout the morning to feed, move back to water, then return to fields, and then go back to water again.
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The New England coastline is a major land feature and migratory path for waterbirds and forest birds alike.



Migration is often the big intersection between time and place. On the broad scale, time throughout the year will dictate where birds are in relation to geography. Migratory pathways are often broken down into flyways: Atlantic, Mississippi, Central, and Pacific. Flyways are essentially major pathways that concentrate bird breeding and migration. Each is separated by major geographic features like the Appalachian and Rocky mountains and the Mississippi River. These flyways often link to specific breeding populations; if birds breed in a flyway, then they tend to migrate along that flyway. There are exceptions though. Birds that breed in the Arctic, like waterfowl, tend to shift longitudinally to find those major flyways. Some birds may use one flyway in spring and another in fall. Connecticut Warblers do this, using more of the Mississippi flyway in spring and the Atlantic flyway in fall. This means a spring sighting of a Connecticut Warbler is not only rare, but wildly rare; only a handful of records in all of New England. On a finer scale, coastal zones, mountain ranges, and river valleys impact migration patterns within New England. Waterfowl are much denser on the coast and in major riverways, while hawks condense over larger mountain ranges and the coast as they move South.
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A nest of Willet eggs in the saltmarsh, their breeding habitat in New England



Zooming in even farther, just like migration, many factors determine where you find birds in the landscape. This is generally referred to as habitat—the relationship between birds and their necessary resources for survival. This is different than an ecosystem, which represents a specific suite of biological and geological factors. Birds are a part of an ecosystem, but habitat relates to specific species based upon what they require. Habitat changes throughout the year as bird requirements change.

While birds are nesting, they require a plentiful food source not only for themselves, but to feed the constantly begging hatchlings that gobble immense amounts of food to grow, and grow quickly. This often requires dense and reliable food sources. Though some birds are generalists, eating a wide variety of food, some are specialists, focusing on specific types of insects or seeds. Shorebirds have variable shapes and lengths of bills, which means each species feeds on a slightly different food source. Similarly, multiple species of warblers may nest in the same tree but eat different insect species that occur at different heights. Breeding grounds for birds balance food resources, water availability, cover, and space from other birds. All these pieces are essential to nesting success. Though marginal habitat can result in breeding success, an ideal habitat, which a species has adapted for, increases the likelihood of success. Nesting seasons means birds are predictable; they will feed on specific food sources and return to their nest to feed young. They are also spaced throughout the landscape to reduce competition.

In migration, the concept of habitat changes a bit. The primary focus for many migrating birds becomes food. Long-distance migrants, particularly songbirds heading to the tropics, travel at night and descend into feeding grounds for the day. With the extreme stressors of migration, these tired birds must immediately refuel. They seek out places where there is high food density and diversity. Often these places are not deep, core forest, but forest edges, shrubs, riverways, and even parks. Plant diversity leads to food diversity, and edges or shrubs are often transition zones between field and forest, resulting in plants from both communities in one area. Cover can be important for these migrating birds, but you will often see them continuously feeding and milling about, like warblers pillaging the treetops. Sparrows, however, are hardly ever far from cover, or hardly ever out of cover. Though birds keep some of their habitat preferences while migrating, they will also be less picky about what specific types of plants they feed near or the height of the vegetation. Cape May Warblers are a great example. Although they love dense conifers for breeding grounds, they can be found all over in migration, though a stand of tamaracks seems to lure them right in.
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A blustery, freezing day on the New England coast may mean birds are tucked into rocks or roosting in tight flocks on the water, not moving about.



While wintering, birds often end up where there are consistent food sources and protection from weather and predators. This makes forests a dreadfully quiet place in winter. Though a few birds—like woodpeckers or jays—are hardy winter forest birds, the woods lack a major food source most birds prefer: insects. Woodpeckers succeed because they can harvest insect larva from tree bark in winter, but a sparrow or a finch is not equipped for smacking their face into a frozen tree. Like migration, areas with edges, shrubs, and waterways condense birds. Shrubs provide seed and fruit, as well as great cover. For waterbirds, the water is their cover or protection. In open water, they are protected from most land predators. As shallow, aquatic vegetation recedes for winter, diving can often become more common, as diving birds can go to surprising depths to forage where puddle ducks do not. When typical resources become scarce, many wintering birds just move on to a new location. This may be just a few miles, or it could be major locational shifts. Bird irruptions offer a great example. This occurs when food sources for specific birds in the far North are limited, forcing them farther South. Finches are often the subject of irruption discussion, as they have specific winter food sources in the boreal forest that fluctuate from year to year. Some winters can bring one species South—or none at all—while others can bring a huge suite of winter finches, causing great excitement at the feeder.

Understanding the timing and location of birds is a lot of work. Each species has its own idiosyncrasies and patterns. This may seem daunting, but there are a lot of similarities, and the more time you spend searching for birds, the more you begin to understand this messy masterpiece. Having a plan for a day of birding is good practice for learning where to find birds. Thinking about where you want to begin at sunrise, where birds may be feeding at low tide, or when the best warm air thermals may be carrying hawks takes all of these considerations about timing and location and puts them right in front of you.
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Snow cover or water availability will impact where birds may be. The Mourning Dove here has found a small patch of open ground to forage for seeds, despite being right on the road.



ECOSYSTEMS

When identifying or searching for birds, consider the below general ecosystem types. Ecosystems can be very exact, so learning a few trees or plants can be helpful when studying specific species.

Forests: A forest is not a forest is not a forest. This is where tree and plant identification come in handy. Throughout this book, I describe habitat through different forest types. Age and composition are the two key factors that I frequently use to distinguish forest type. Learning the difference between deciduous (with broad leaves) and coniferous (with cones and needles) forests is a good place to start. Breaking down plant communities within them takes it a step deeper, but it comes in handy when considering where certain species may nest. Age is the next factor to consider. An “early successional forest” is a distinct and critical habitat. Generally speaking, it is an open area transitioning to forest, with trees that are ten to twenty years old, which may look like thin saplings around twenty feet tall. A mature forest has much taller trees, with farther spacing between each one, and trees can be thirty to hundreds of years old. Mature forest offers various height levels, with birds breeding from the forest floor to the tops of the canopy.

Shrubs: Shrubland can be a lot like early successional forest, and similar birds can be found in each. The difference is that shrubland consists of shrubs—woody plants with many stems and limited height. Dogwoods, alders, and some willow species can be found in shrubland. Extensive shrubland is not a common ecosystem in New England, meaning that most shrubby ecosystems are on hedgerows or edges of farmland.

Wetlands: Wetlands can be as complex as forests in terms of composition, with the main categories being salt and fresh water. Coastal wetlands are impacted by tides and salinity, harboring plants that specialize in these conditions, like saltmarsh cordgrass. The primary coastal wetland, saltmarsh is heavily impacted by sea-level rise and coastal development. Freshwater wetlands include bogs, marshes, and swamps. Bogs tend to have no moving water and a high percentage of mossy vegetation, making them acidic. Marshes usually have grassy vegetation, and swamps are defined by woody vegetation in the water. Though New England is not home to the large cypress swamps of the South, its alder and red maple swamps are equally interesting and host many birds.

Grasslands: Grasslands in New England are largely cultivated. The New England landscape generally wants to become forest, and if areas are disturbed, they will likely be reclaimed by forest. Colonialization, massive deforestation for iron production, and extensive agriculture have created much of today’s open areas. Much of the grassland in New England is now used for agriculture in the form of hay. This creates a complex and difficult intersection between conservation and agriculture. Delaying cutting hay beyond the nesting season for grassland birds means that it has less nutrients and therefore plummets in value. The conversation of grassland birds in hayfields is in constant flux as conservation organizations try to balance the needs of farmers, communities, and declining bird species. Native grasslands do exist, but many are cultivated and maintained to prevent the forest from creeping in. Dunes often remain grassy because those grasses are some of the few plants that can survive in such a dry and salty environment. Dunes, then, provide cover and resources for their own suite of species throughout the year.
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