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Introduction If It Sounds Like . . .


It is a truth universally acknowledged that we will all get to that stage in life where we start to notice the birds around us. Our own personal bird era, if you will, might start when we are young with a fascination with nature or with a pet bird or with a cartoon parrot from a beloved children’s movie.

But for other people, and I dare say the majority, this bird era happens later in life. One day we astonish ourselves with how extremely excited we become at seeing the crimson flash of a cardinal flying by, get goose bumps when hearing the eerie tone of a loon in the early morning, or have an otherworldly moment locking eyes with an owl resting in a tree, as if seeing magic itself. It’s around the same time in life when we start saying things like “Wow, it’s really coming down out there” during a rainstorm, or when going to bed before ten on a weekend sounds like our idea of a really great night.

There are billions of birds in the world—more than 10,000 different species—and they are top of the list for animals we know by sound. That said, learning the particularities of their sounds is akin to learning another language in which at best we’re able to ask for directions to the train station. But when you know which bird you’ve just heard, you level up a little. In the same way you point out the window of a moving car and yell “Cow!” every time you see one, you may start yelling “Blue jay!” or “Raven!” as you walk through the park. Feel the power that comes from being the mysterious cool friend who can instinctively identify birds from hearing their songs.

Now, not every birdsong or call has an explainable counterpart. Songbirds, like warblers and wrens, are so melodic that they sound exactly like music. Others sing as well as that friend who thinks they are about to be plucked from the stage at karaoke night directly onto their first world tour. We’ve all tried to describe a tune to friends with some bad humming or off-key singing and know how excruciating that can be—hopefully the comparisons in this book can save you from that.

Birds have different calls and sounds for locations, time of day, alarms, being flirtatious, sometimes just generally being annoying, and heaps of other situations. This book won’t explain each sound or call. It will try to connect a sound you already know and can hear in your brain to one of the sounds that a bird makes.

Most nature guides these days explain bird sounds with phonetic descriptors like kweek or chee-chee or say the song has a harsh trill or a careless whisper. This way of explaining bird sounds isn’t the most intuitive. Connecting the bird sounds to tangible, explainable noises, like water dripping from a leaky faucet or a phone vibrating on a table, makes them memorable and solidifies them in your brain.

So if you find yourself thinking, That bird sounds like it’s saying the word “cheeseburger,” don’t fret, you’re not having a breakdown—everyone knows birds famously prefer fries.

Are you ready? Let’s begin.
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1 We Can’t Help It If We’re Popular Some of Your Basic Birds


These birds aren’t boring, even if some are called common. They are birds you’ve seen and heard—you would recognize them in a children’s puzzle book, or maybe guess their name in a Sunday crossword. Okay, not Sunday; let’s go with a Tuesday crossword, but you’ll do it in pen!
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If it sounds like a chain saw. . .

it’s a great blue heron. If you are out by the water and hear the deep sounds of a chain saw revving up, it might be one of these majestic birds (they love a river, big fans of a marsh). Or it could be someone cutting down a tree—be aware of your surroundings.

If it is a great blue heron, you might want to think before complaining about the racket. These birds, found all across North America, are almost five feet tall (ask them and they’ll claim it’s six) with a wingspan that can be over six feet! Even with their incredible size, they weigh less than seven pounds, but their daggerlike beak is nothing to be trifled with.
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If it sounds like a siren going off. . .

it’s a northern cardinal. Both male and female cardinals sing. There’s a mechanical element to the noise like a child’s toy police car—the siren song that you hear in the trees doesn’t feel very birdlike at all. Find these loud birds in eastern Canada, the US, and Mexico.
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The male wears the bright red feathers and is easily spotted, especially in the winter months. The female, however, knows how to use an accent color correctly.
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If it sounds like the shutters of paparazzi cameras firing. . .

it’s a great-tailed grackle. This sound can make you feel glamorous and famous or cause you to quickly pull down your hat and adjust your sunglasses, depending on what you’re wearing that day.

Not to be confused with the boat-tailed grackle, the great-tailed has a larger tail and is less nautically inclined. The clearest way to spot the difference is that if it has distinct yellow eyes, it’s an adult great-tailed grackle. The males are often seen in groups with their heads looking straight up in a haughty manner, ready for their next close-up. Find them in the southwestern US, throughout Mexico, and into Central America.
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If it sounds like a sneeze. . .

it’s a common grackle. With a considerably shorter tail than either the great- or boat-tailed versions, the common grackle can be discerned by its beautiful blue neck and bronzed body that shows hints of purple and gold in the light. These birds live across central Canada and the US, right down to the Mexican border. Huge fans of corn, they can be spotted in fields and don’t give a damn about your scarecrow.

Their sneeze sounds mechanical and metallic with a clear buildup-and-release cadence. If you sneezed like that, you’d be in the waiting room at a clinic already.
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If it sounds like you are being catcalled . . .

it’s an American robin. Their short, sharp songs have clear stops and starts that give the impression they are yelling a bunch of phrases at you. You know the stuff—“Hey baby, hey mama, you look good, hey you, look out for that pothole!”

Named after the European robin due to their matchy-matchy redbreast feathers, the American version doesn’t have the orange feathers on its face. Here’s a fun fact: All orange-colored things used to be called red, which is probably why we refer to some people as redheads. Then this fancy fruit called an orange became popular, and people decided, “Let’s call all things that are that color orange.”

Robins are widespread across North America, and for those in the northern parts of the continent, they are a happy indicator of warmer weather on the way as they migrate north for snacks in spring. Often seen on lawns in populated areas, they are the proverbial “early bird,” getting that worm and then taking a moment to yell an unsolicited compliment your way.
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If it sounds like a rusty hinge . . .

it’s a blue jay. The rusty-hinge sound is a short two-note noise like quickly opening and closing an old, corroded metal hinge. These birds are also known for their loud, metallic jay call and are quite the mimic—they do one hell of a hawk impression that they like to pull out at parties.

Blue jays live year-round in central and eastern North America and are easy to identify by both their striking bright blue feathers and their loud calls. You’ll often hear them before you see them. Sometimes confused with the Steller’s jay, who looks like a teenager going through their punk years.
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