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Preface



Welcome to the enchanting world of birdwatching in the Great Lakes region. My name is Dexter Patterson, and I am an educator, a multimedia professional, and cofounder of the BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) Birding Club of Wisconsin. Our club is a vibrant community of people who share a love for the outdoors, the natural beauty of Wisconsin, and the diverse birdlife that graces our state. We welcome BIPOC birders and allies of all skill levels to join us on our field trips and events, fostering connections and shared experiences for our members.


I believe that birding is for everyone, and this perspective has deepened my passion for birds—a legacy ignited by my late grandfather, Ed Brown. Grandpa Brown instilled a simple yet profound mantra in his family: pay attention, and the birds will reveal themselves to you. Observing birds is magical, whether you’re an experienced birder or a curious beginner. I hope to share some of that magic with you in these pages.


This book is not just a guide but a companion on your journey into birdwatching. It’s designed to make birdwatching accessible to all, providing valuable tips, essential tools, and insightful perspectives to help you expand your knowledge as a birder. While this compilation doesn’t cover every bird that visits or resides in the Great Lakes region, it does provide a window into over 150 species spanning 40 families—more than enough to get you excited!


So let’s spread our wings and dive into this adventure with open hearts and curious minds. Who’s ready to discover the beauty of birding in the Great Lakes region? Let’s go!
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Birding in the Great Lakes Region



Birdwatching in the Great Lakes Region is more than just a hobby—it’s a front-row seat to one of nature’s greatest spectacles. Each season brings new discoveries, from the vibrant activity of spring migration along the waterways and shores of the Great Lakes to the quiet resilience of wintering owls in the Northwoods of Wisconsin. Everyone can enjoy birdwatching, but having a little knowledge about common birds—their appearances, behaviors, and preferred habitats—can transform a simple walk in a local park into an unforgettable birding experience.


Tools and Tips


Embarking on a journey into the birding world requires more than just enthusiasm; it requires the right tools to enhance your experience and knowledge.


Use binoculars: Good optics bridge the gap between you and birds, offering a closer look at their plumage, behavior, and habitats. Invest in binoculars that are comfortable to use and within your budget. When shopping, consider the 8×32 or 10×42 magnification for optimal clarity and detail. Most birding clubs provide binoculars you can borrow at events, and don’t hesitate to ask other birders about their optics and what they like and don’t like.


Use a field guide: Field guides are indispensable for delving deeper into bird identification. Beyond the regional guide you hold in your hands, you might want to invest in a guide to a wider portion of North America or even a guide to a specific group of birds, perhaps warblers, waterfowl, or gulls. The Sibley Field Guide to Birds of Eastern North America and the Peterson Field Guide to Birds of Eastern and Central North America are my favorites.


Learn bird calls and songs: You will hear many birds before you see them, so familiarizing yourself with bird sounds will make you more aware of their presence. When you see a singing bird, spend time watching and listening to identify the bird and link it with its voice. Learn one bird and one call at a time; you don’t need to learn them all right away.


Use birding apps: Apps include illustrations, sounds, and sometimes video, and cover everything from warblers to raptors to all the species in North America. The free Merlin Bird ID app is indispensable for learning bird songs and identifying birds you’ve never encountered before, and the free Raptor ID app will tell you all you need to know about birds of prey. Incorporating apps into your birding toolkit enhances your observational skills and expands your bird knowledge base.


Use a camera or smartphone: Every birding encounter is a moment to cherish, and capturing these fleeting glimpses enriches your journey. Whether with a dedicated camera or the convenience of a smartphone, documenting your sightings immortalizes the magic of birding. Share these moments with loved ones and relive the thrill of each discovery through your imagery. Don’t worry about the photo quality; focus and enjoy the moment.


Join a local birding group: Birding with a group is a great way to learn from experienced birders and connect with others who share your interests.


Use local resources: Birding Backpack programs offered through libraries or community centers lend birding equipment, ensuring that everyone can go birdwatching without financial constraints. Find out if you have a program like this in your area!


Find a good birding location: Your backyard, neighborhood, or porch can be a great location to spot various birds. You can also explore places near you that are known for birdwatching, such as local parks, wetlands, and wildlife refuges.


Keep a birding journal: Tracking your bird sightings and observations can help you remember what you’ve seen and improve your identification skills.


Be patient: Birds can be elusive, so be prepared to spend time searching for them and enjoy the process of looking and listening. Sometimes, you won’t see what you’re looking for, but you will always see something.


Respect wildlife: Always observe birds from a distance and avoid disturbing them. Never chase or harass birds; always be nice to our feathered friends.


Enjoy yourself: Birding should be fun! It doesn’t matter if you’re just starting out; birding can offer a fun and meaningful way to explore the natural world.


With these essential tools and tips, your birding quest transforms into a voyage of discovery and connection with birds. As you explore diverse habitats and observe feathered marvels, let these tools be your companions in unraveling some of the complexity of birdwatching.


Using This Book


This book is your practical companion, offering insights and tools to enhance your birding experiences. It focuses on over 150 bird species found in the Great Lakes region, whether year-round residents, seasonal visitors, or passing migrants during fall or spring. The classification system used by scientists worldwide categorizes living things into smaller and smaller related groups, the last three being family, genus, and species. In this section you will find an introduction to the families featured in the book. Individual bird entries will include its genus and species. The language of classification is Latin, and an organism’s genus and species are sometimes referred to as its “Latin name.” In a departure from the typical field guide format that groups birds solely by genetic relationships, this book groups bird families that are genetically unrelated but resemble each other and share the same habitat. For example, the unrelated geese, swans, ducks, grebes, and loons that you might see swimming on a lake have been placed on adjacent pages for easier comparison.





Each species entry provides the following specifics:




PHOTOS 
to help you to confirm your identification visually and appreciate the beauty of each species


CAPTION 
mentions the sex and characteristics of the species shown








COMMON NAME


Latin Name


APPEARANCE Size, plumage color, bill shape, and other diagnostic markings. These descriptions are essential for precise identification in the field.
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HABITAT Information about preferred habitat, such as forests, wetlands, gardens, or water, which gives you a better understanding of where to look for them.
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BEHAVIOR Observations on typical feeding habits, nesting practices, flight patterns, or social interactions. This knowledge will enhance your ability to locate and observe them in their natural habitats.
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FUN FACT Each profile includes an interesting tidbit about the bird, adding an element of fun to your learning. These facts may highlight unique behaviors, historical anecdotes, or quirky traits that make each species unique.
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Beyond the Book


Birdwatching is a lifelong journey filled with moments of awe and wonder. While this book offers a window into the diversity of birds in the Great Lakes region, it is a partial list of all the species you might encounter. Use it as a starting point to develop your birding skills and as an invitation to explore further. Keep a birding journal, participate in local bird counts or citizen science projects, and join birding communities to continue your education.





A Year in the Life of a Birdwatcher in the Great Lakes Region


Birdwatching in the Great Lakes region is a fluid, year-round adventure shaped by the ebb and flow of four unique seasons. Each brings its own rhythm, species, and behaviors, offering birdwatchers endless opportunities to observe and connect with amazing birds.


WINTER


Winter can be a time of quiet solitude, for both birds and birdwatchers. It’s cold, and the landscape is often covered in snow. Many species have migrated south, leaving behind a hardy group of winter residents and a few new arrivals. However, the remaining birds are often easier to spot against the leafless trees and snow-covered ground.


Some key species to look for during winter include the Northern Cardinal, Black-capped Chickadee, Dark-eyed Junco, and American Tree Sparrow. These birds are adapted to the cold, and their behaviors—such as flocking and frequent feeder visits—offer a close-up view. One of my favorite sights is spotting a bright red cardinal against a snowy backdrop, highlighting the beauty of winter birdwatching and reminding us that life continues even in the harshest conditions.


Birdwatchers often turn to feeders and heated bird baths during winter, supplementing the scarce natural food sources during these months. Others bundle up and find joy in the frigid conditions. A friendly reminder that keeping your feeders and baths clean is essential to prevent the spread of disease. Setting up a feeder in your backyard can attract a wide variety of species, providing daily opportunities to observe their interactions and habits up close.


SPRING


As the snow melts and the days grow longer, spring ushers in one of the most exciting times for Great Lakes region birdwatchers: migration. This season is marked by the return of millions of birds from their wintering grounds in Central and South America. The Great Lakes are a critical stopover point for many species, making this region a hotspot for birdwatching throughout migration.


Warblers, sparrows, and shorebirds are among the many species that pass through the area. Their bright breeding plumage and lively songs add color and beautiful music to the landscape. Birdwatchers often hit the trails early to catch the peak of migration, when the trees and skies come alive with movement. I always say that the early bird nerd gets the bird, and the sense of anticipation during migration is genuinely exhilarating.


Key locations across the Great Lakes region become gathering points for birders hoping to catch glimpses of rare and diverse species. The unpredictability of migration—never knowing exactly what you’ll see—adds excitement to every outing. Spring is also a time to sharpen your identification skills; the more species you can identify, the more rewarding the experience becomes. Hopefully, this book can help.


SUMMER


Summer in the Great Lakes region is nesting season. Birds are busy raising their young and defending their territories, and the air is filled with the sounds of fledglings begging for food. This season offers birdwatchers the chance to observe nesting behaviors, from the intricate construction of nests to the tireless feeding of chicks.


Species like Eastern Bluebird, American Goldfinch, and Great Blue Heron are familiar sights during summer. Wetlands and forests teem with life, providing ample opportunities to go birding. Birdwatchers may spend hours watching a single nest, witnessing the progress from eggs to fledglings to young birds taking their first flights.


Summer also presents the challenge of heat and thick foliage, making spotting birds more difficult, and early morning outings often yield the best results, as birds are most active during the cooler hours. The longer days allow for extended birdwatching sessions, and evening walks can be just as rewarding, with species like the American Woodcock displaying their unique courtship sky dances.


FALL


As summer fades into fall, the migration cycle begins again, in reverse. The Great Lakes region becomes a corridor for birds heading south to their wintering grounds. Fall migration tends to be more drawn out than spring migration, with different species moving through at other times.


This season offers birdwatchers a second chance to see many species that passed through in the spring and observe birds that may have been more elusive during their breeding season. Fall is also a time of change, as birds molt into their nonbreeding plumage, and the landscape transforms with the colors of autumn.


Key locations, such as hawk-watching sites and shorelines, become focal points for birdwatchers hoping to witness the migration spectacle. The fall migration is also an excellent time for citizen science projects, as birdwatchers can contribute valuable data on bird movements to conservation efforts.


THE YEAR-ROUND JOURNEY


Birdwatching in the Great Lakes region offers endless opportunities for discovery and connection with nature. Each season brings challenges and rewards, from winter’s quiet beauty to migration’s bustling energy. By attuning yourself to the year’s rhythms, you can set yourself up for success as a birder and find bird joy and inspiration every season.


Whether you’re a seasoned birder or just beginning your journey, this region provides a rich and diverse environment for birdwatching, where every outing promises something new. As you follow the cycle of the seasons, it’s important to remember to respect the birds and their habitats. Avoid disturbing nesting birds, and always follow local regulations and guidelines. By doing so, you’ll see how deeply interconnected the lives of birds are with the changing world around us.





Exploring Bird Habitat and Behavior in the Great Lakes Region


The Great Lakes region is not just a geographical expanse but a mosaic of habitats that support a wide array of bird species over the course of a year by providing food and/or nesting space.


LAKES, WETLANDS, AND MUDFLATS


Lakes and lakeshores are bustling hubs of bird activity, whether the Great Lakes themselves or one of the thousands of smaller lakes and ponds in the region. Associated wetlands and mudflats are key as well, providing vital resources for resident and migratory birds. Waterfowl like Mallards, Wood Ducks, and elegant Tundra Swans glide gracefully on the water’s surface. Herons and egrets wade in the shallows, patiently stalking fish, while sandpipers probe the mud for food.


FORESTS AND WOODLANDS


Forests and woodlands are home to many songbirds, including warblers, thrushes, and woodpeckers. Warblers, with their bright plumage, flit among the branches during migration, adding a splash of color to the canopy. Woodpeckers drum on tree trunks, their rhythmic beats echoing through the woods. Owls, too, find prey and roosting space here.


GRASSLANDS AND FIELDS


Open grasslands and agricultural fields attract species like Dickcissel, Bobolink, and Eastern Bluebird. Raptors like Northern Harrier, Red-tailed Hawk, and American Kestrel soar above, scanning for prey.


URBAN AND SUBURBAN NEIGHBORHOODS


Birds can still thrive in urban and suburban settings. Trees, shrubs, and green spaces in neighborhoods provide habitat for Northern Cardinals, House Finches, hummingbirds, orioles, and Blue Jays. Planting native plants and shrubs and adding bird feeders and birdbaths help attract diverse species, allowing close looks at plumage and behavior.


PAY ATTENTION


Birdwatching means paying attention to birds’ behavior, their seasonal or everyday habits, not just the color of their feathers. Behavior offers a glimpse into bird ecology, whether they’re migrating, finding food, courting each other, or caring for young. As you explore the varied landscapes of the Great Lakes, take time to really watch birds and appreciate the beauty and complexity of their lives. Here are some general categories to keep in mind.


MIGRATION MARVELS The Great Lakes region is a crucial stopover for migratory birds traveling along the Mississippi and Atlantic Flyways. Witness flocks of waterfowl, shorebirds, and songbirds as they make their epic journeys northward in spring and southward in fall. Birders can experience the thrill of spotting rare species during migration and marvel at the resilience of these travelers.


FINDING FOOD Birds have to eat, and each species finds food in their own way. They might scratch for seeds on the ground, pick insects from foliage, dig into rotting wood for larvae, catch bugs midair, or silently sneak up on live prey. You’ve got to admire the talent needed to find food every day.


COURTSHIP DISPLAYS Springtime heralds the arrival of courtship displays among birds. From the intricate dances of Sandhill Cranes to the aerial acrobatics of American Woodcocks, these displays are a sight to behold. Male birds show off their plumage, songs, and behaviors to attract mates, adding a touch of romance to the birding season.


NESTING AND PARENTAL CARE Late spring and summer bring nesting season, a time of frenetic activity as birds build nests, incubate eggs, and raise young. Watch for parent birds tirelessly feeding and protecting their chicks with remarkable care. Observing these behaviors provides insights into the intricacies of bird family life.
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