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This book is dedicated to my nieces and nephews.


—D.B.















INTRODUCTION
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Birds are some of the most amazing creatures on this planet. One remarkable thing about birds is that you can find them almost anywhere. They live on every continent, including Antarctica! They thrive in busy cities, in remote country towns, in sprawling countryside, over the vast ocean, and everywhere in between.


Can you think of the last time you went a whole day without seeing or hearing a bird? It might be tough to imagine. This is because we are always surrounded by nature—even at times when it doesn’t seem like it. When you move a little slower and look a little closer, you will begin to notice nature even in ordinary places. Sometimes we just need help knowing what to keep an eye out for. Learning more about the natural world around you can become an exciting hobby. Bird-watching or birding is the act of looking at and listening to birds for your own enjoyment. You may even be a budding ornithologist—that’s a person who studies birds—without realizing it.


Do you know how to recognize the birds in your hometown? Do you know what to do when you find an injured bird? Do you know the differences between ravens and crows? No matter what your level of experience or interest, this book will help you identify birds in a variety of habitats and seasons. You’ll learn the different behaviors of birds—from why smaller birds chase hawks to extreme ways that birds survive cold weather—as well as migration trends and their impact on local ecosystems.
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The first section of this book teaches how to identify North American birds. Since there are more than two thousand different kinds of birds on this continent, the focus will be on some of the more common species you can find. You will become familiar with what birds to expect whether you are exploring a forest, farm, beach, or town.


The second section of this book highlights eight unique ecosystems in North America and has detailed accounts of some specific birds that call each region home. Each ecosystem is like a tiny planet with unique plants and weather that shape them. The birds that rely on those ecosystems have special traits that make them exceptionally fit for where they live.


With the activities in this book, you’ll be able to make your neighborhood more welcoming to birds. Create your own window decals that show your artistic flair but also stop birds from running into the glass. Build a bird feeder from recycled materials that are probably in your home right now. You can also read about bird-friendly plants that would be great additions to the green spaces you love. If you want to learn a great way to study the nature closest to you, check out the nature journal activity. You can personalize your own journal, write entries about your experiences with nature, and draw your favorite plants and animals.






[image: image]























[image: image]









PART I
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The Basics
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Where and How to Go Birding
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You can enjoy birds anytime and anywhere! You can go birding in everyday places like your favorite park, the grocery store parking lot, at your bedroom window, and even virtually through live webcams. You can do it with or without equipment. Since birds are always around, you’ll likely find something to observe wherever you are. One of the most important things to remember as a birder, however, is to respect the environment.


You can build a stronger connection to the land by acknowledging the life it supports and by being mindful about the ways you interact with it. When you have found a birding spot, take a moment to be still and thank the land around you for sustaining life. Being in nature makes people feel refreshed, and birding can be a form of meditation to improve your mood and mind. There are even scientific studies that show there are mental and physical benefits to being outside.


REMINDER: While you’re out and about, be sure to not leave any trash behind, give the animals you notice plenty of space, and refrain from luring them closer to you.


How to Identify Birds
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There are over 10,000 species of birds in the world! While it may be nearly impossible to remember every different kind, learning the birds that live near you can be a very fun hobby. You just have to know where to start! As with everything else you learn, your birding skills will get better with practice. You can begin by studying one or two of the birds around your neighborhood. Once you feel confident in your ability to recognize them, you can turn your focus to other birds in the area.


The only tool needed to be a successful birder is a curious mind. That said, there are a few additional items that can be useful to get you started. First, grab some writing supplies—a journal or notebook or some loose pieces of paper, as well as a pencil, pen, markers, or whatever you have handy—to take notes and/or sketch. Second, find a bird field guide that has pictures and information about birds of the region where you live. A great place to start is at your local library, but you can also find field guides online or at bookstores. Third, get a pair of binoculars. Binoculars are handheld telescopes that give us a closer look at distant objects. Birding binoculars magnify what you can see to reveal details that people would not notice with their naked eye. That’s it. That’s all you need!
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CHOOSING (AND USING) BINOCULARS



There are two numbers on binoculars—the first number represents magnification of the eyepiece, and the second number represents the size of the objective lens. Now, you may think that binoculars with high magnifications would be better for bird-watching, but that is not the case because these binoculars weigh more and are more difficult to keep steady. It’s best to use a pair of binoculars that you can hold comfortably for a while. Young birders are recommended to use binoculars with two to eight times magnification.




HOW TO USE BINOCULARS
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Start by holding the binoculars to your eyes and keeping both eyes open as you adjust the two eyepieces so that they line up with your eyes. You will know that the eyepieces are perfectly in place when the black edges in your view are gone on both sides. After this adjustment is done, you should see a perfect circle image of the objects in your field of vision. If your binoculars are still too big for your face or you have trouble looking through both barrels, try turning the binoculars on their side and using just one eye to look through the top barrel.


Now find something in the distance to practice focusing on. Use something large and still like a tree, building, stop sign, light pole, or parked car. Spin the main focus wheel to either side and notice how your view changes. The center focus wheel helps to focus both the left and right eyepieces at the same time. In general, spinning the wheel to the left moves the focus to objects farther away and spinning the wheel to the right moves the focus closer.


Some binoculars have a small adjustable wheel near the right eyepiece. This is the diopter adjustment, and it helps finely focus the image in your binoculars. To adjust the diopter, start by looking through the left eyepiece while your right eye is closed. Use the main focus wheel to get an image in focus. Next, close your left eye and open your right eye as you spin the diopter wheel left or right until the image is in focus again. Lastly, open both eyes, and if the image is not crystal clear, then you will need to repeat the process. If it is perfectly in focus, then congratulations! You’re one step closer to mastering binoculars!





The size of the objective lens decides how much light enters the binoculars. Images in your binoculars will appear brighter and more vibrant as the objective lens size increases. Birding binoculars usually have objective lenses from 21 and 42 millimeters. Try binoculars with objective lens sizes between 21 to 32 mm.


Finding birds with binoculars can be tricky, but you’ll get the hang of it with practice. 


THE GISS METHOD


Now, some people may think the markings on a bird’s feathers would be enough to identify the species. But looking at feathers alone won’t solve the mystery, especially for bird species that look very alike. Instead, birders rely on the GISS method to positively ID birds. GISS stands for general impression of size and shape. Focusing on specific details and behaviors of the bird helps narrow down the list of potential species. You have likely used this method without even realizing. For example, if you see a group of large, dark birds circling in the sky above some roadkill, you would likely assume those birds are a kind of vulture. You may not know which species of vulture, but you already know they are not woodpeckers, sparrows, or chickens. The GISS method will not always tell you the exact type of bird you are looking at, but it will help you get closer to identifying the bird in front of you. Once you get the hang of this method, you’ll be on your way to becoming a birding pro.


Let’s practice the GISS method. Find a window, place outside, or bird webcam where you can sit and watch birds for five minutes.


TIP: Try looking for online bird webcams hosted by a local nature center. A list of places to watch bird webcams can be found in the back of the book.


Try to draw or write down the following things for one or two different birds you notice:




• LOCATION. Where is the bird? Is it in a tree, on the ground, or flying?


• ACTIVITY. What is the bird doing? Is the bird sitting on a wire, climbing a tree, swimming across a pond, or eating at a bird feeder?


• SIZE. Is the bird very tiny, small, medium, large, or very large? Can you compare the bird’s size to something in your home?


• SHAPE. Describe or sketch the shape of the bird’s body, legs, head, and bill. You don’t have to draw it perfectly! The hope is you’ll be able to compare your observations to the field guide.


• COLOR. What are the main colors you notice? For multicolored birds, try to write down where each color is. You can also color in the sketch of the bird with markers, colored pencils, or crayons.


• TAIL SHAPE. The tail can be difficult to see sometimes, but they come in an assortment of shapes including squared, rounded, forked, and tapered. Draw or write what shape you notice.


• FLIGHT PATTERN. Describe how often the bird beats its wings or glides when flying. You can also draw the patterns of its flight. For example, vultures fly in a spiral shape.





Take your completed sketch and notes and try to match it with birds in your field guide. Start by looking for birds that have a similar shape and size to your notes. Once you have found a group of birds with the same general shape, begin paying closer attention to their color. When you notice a bird with similar colors, look for information about where the bird is found and how they usually behave. If the bird in the guide closely matches the appearance and behavior of the bird in your journal, then congratulations! You identified a bird!
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