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Introduction
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As a cartoonist, I have always had a weakness: realism. While on hiatus from drawing comics a couple of years ago, I became an avid birder and wanted to challenge myself to draw true-to-life birds. While snug in a cabin in the woods, I decided to make my first attempt at an accurate Hermit Thrush (fig. 1), which I had been admiring earlier in the day. Bracing myself for the worst, I posted this depiction on social media. Though many were gentle in their criticism, a consistent theme emerged: there was something wrong with its lower half.


Back to the drawing board I went! After a great deal of study, I resurfaced with a new and improved illustration (fig. 2). To my delight, no one on social media seemed to have any criticism of my work. Many seemed particularly dazzled by my rendering of its legs! I felt I had achieved my first true work of “realism” and began feverishly drawing dozens of other species.


Not only had I unlocked a new artistic ability for myself, but it seemed I was also unlocking a new passion in others with my vivid illustrations! Suddenly my notifications on social media were awash with people interested in birding and bird anatomy, most for the very first time.


You might be wondering: With so many bird guides on the market, why make another one? Though there are brilliant and artful books like the Sibley Guides, I believe they have focused too heavily on the birds’ plumage while rendering their lower halves with placeholder “stick figure” legs (see: right).


I can’t blame them; I certainly did in my early work as well. But I would ask you, reader: Do you really believe that birds could achieve such varied feats of athleticism and migratory endurance if they had rudimentary stick figure legs? Could birds leap from branch to branch or straddle the trunk of a giant sequoia with pathetic, easily breakable twig legs like the ones displayed on this page? I am aware that my proposal is somewhat revolutionary in the field of ornithology, but I believe I have an obligation as an illustrator to show how their legs must appear based on the tantalizing bits of information I have acquired from observing their behavior in the field.
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I suspect part of the reason other field guides have opted for illustration shortcuts is that birds’ legs and rears are nearly impossible to photograph. Most birds move remarkably fast and are often obscured by foliage. For that reason, I have been forced to make educated scientific guesses as to what their beautiful legs and posteriors might look like had I been blessed with a better vantage point or the luxury of time. Considering I am not a professional ornithologist, I think the results are extremely accurate and I hope you’ll agree. From examining bird anatomy in other field guides, I believe this to be the most anatomically precise collection of bird illustrations ever assembled!
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On a personal level, I hope that these illustrations of curvaceous and extraordinary birds might entice you to explore the greatest hobby on earth: birding.


As a hiker, I used to be a “view” junkie. I was only interested in speed walking my way toward a high peak’s end destination to get extraordinary 360-degree views–and nothing less. But after unlocking an interest in the avian world, even the most ordinary suburban walk can feel like the summit of Mount Everest with the fleeting glimpse of a Cerulean Warbler. Once you’re curious about the habitat around you and its myriad species, there’s titillation wherever you go. And with a pair of binoculars, even the shrubbery behind a gas station can transform into a self-guided African safari!
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I should note that this guide isn’t meant as an encyclopedia of every bird you might see in North America. Instead, I have decided to focus my drawing attention on the most common species you might witness in urban and suburban yards and parks as a foothold to a larger understanding of the bird universe. Think of this as a gateway guide to the more expansive (and often overwhelming) volumes out there–I have decided to prioritize beauty and pleasure over comprehensiveness. My theory is this: once you get a basic foothold on the common species of the avian world in all their anatomical wonder, you’re hooked and you can’t stop staring! Even while typing this introduction, my whole body is shaking and twitching to get outside and gaze at the beautiful specimens in the park nearby!


Isn’t yours?













Bird Basics





Though birds all have a great deal of anatomy in common (like their gorgeous legs and flashy rumps), the world of birds is startlingly diverse, sometimes even more so than the world of mammals. When you take a step back, it’s almost remarkable to think the imposing Bald Eagle could reside in the same book with the diminutive Golden-crowned Kinglet!


In the same way that you wouldn’t expect similar behavior between an elephant and a mouse (both mammals, you must remember), birds have evolved to have startlingly diverse diets, skill sets, migratory patterns, and appearances across more than ten thousand species globally. Some fun examples:
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[image: green arrow] Hummingbirds, like nature’s miniature drones, can fly backward.


	
[image: green arrow] Though adorable in appearance, Loggerhead Shrikes impale their prey on sharp objects like barbed wire or a sharp stick. They keep their catch in shish kebob form until they feast on it as a future meal.


	
[image: green arrow] Arctic Terns can fly more than fifty thousand miles in a single year between their breeding grounds in the Arctic and Antarctica.


	
[image: green arrow] Many birds can sleep while flying. They achieve this by closing one eye and putting half their brain to sleep while the other hemisphere is awake.
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Despite the diverse attributes of birds, their anatomy is generally consistent. Let’s use this Western Tanager illustration to convey the basics!


ANATOMY OF A BIRD
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Appearances Can Be Deceiving!





When identifying birds, remember: plumage color isn’t the only way to identify a species! Even a silhouette can help you narrow down your options. Where is it? What is it doing? How big is it? How would you describe its posture? Can you hear its alluring call? Can you catch a glimpse of its gorgeous and seldom-observed legs and rear? Before reaching into your pocket for your bird guide, soak in every detail of the tantalizing specimen in front of you. Try writing down every attribute, no matter how inconsequential it may seem at first–it will likely come in handy when comparing against similar species!


Can you guess what species is silhouetted on this page? (Hint: turn to here!)











Males vs Females





Males and females can be very different from bird to bird. As a rule of thumb: the boys are the most fabulously dressed! Think of the gleaming green head of a Mallard male versus the mottled brown female counterpart (here) or the male and female Common Mergansers (illustrated below)–now you understand just how stark the differences can be. They almost look like an entirely different species! Biologists call this sexual dimorphism.
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However, this “sexual dimorphism” isn’t shared across the bird kingdom. Some species, like the Black-capped Chickadee, look nearly identical from male to female. Speaking broadly, in most species the males are the more colorful biological sex, as they must attract females in elaborate and eye-catching courtship rituals. The females, by contrast, need to be less flashy for chick-rearing and predator avoidance. So if you find yourself out in the field, frozen in shock at a colorful warbler flicking its rump in a hypnotic dance: it’s probably a male. There are always exceptions to any rule in the natural world, so reverse sexual dimorphism is worth mentioning. In birds of prey, it’s quite common for the females to be significantly larger than the males–sometimes up to 25 percent larger.


In addition to the male/female divide within species, juveniles add another visual complication. The youngsters are typically less colorful, helping to ensure that these clumsy bird babies aren’t obvious targets for predators. To make things even more confusing for burgeoning birders, juveniles are often as big as adults! You’ll eventually recognize juveniles by their awkward, often-dangerous behavior and their lack of good looks.


To make things simpler, and to start from a place of visual pleasure, this book focuses on the most elegant, brilliantly colored and regularly seen iteration of each species–which tend to be the gorgeous adult males, strutting their stuff for the world to admire. Lucky you, dear reader!











Mating





Oh my! Humans have their own quirky mating rituals–drinks, dinners, dancing, or perhaps sharing a pair of binoculars for a walk in the park to ogle some beautiful and curvaceous birds. Birds, too, have their own complex rituals for partnership.


What kind of mating rituals, you ask? American Woodcocks, for instance, vault into the sky in wide spirals before tumbling to the ground like a Top Gun fighter jet stunt. Bald Eagles (and some Red-tailed Hawks) will lock talons midflight and spiral together in a free-falling mating ritual that conjures something halfway between Cirque du Soleil and the U.S. Navy Blue Angels. And perhaps the most extraordinary in North America: Sandhill Cranes execute an elaborate and sensual dance by tossing Spanish moss back and forth in a display that resembles Olympic ribbon dancing mixed with a passionate tango (illustrated on the next page)!


If you are lucky enough to witness one of these mating dances, try to suppress the temptation to get on the dance floor and instead learn to enjoy the show from the sidelines. One winter in Florida, I was once so enticed by the free-form modern dance of a pair of Sandhill Cranes that I tried to fashion a costume of my own to join them. Despite my painstakingly stitched homemade Sandhill Crane attire (with a functioning papier-mâché beak and gray feathers glued from top to bottom), my appearance and improvised dance moves were not quite up to the fashion standards of these gorgeous lovebirds. The dance floor rejection was swift and unambiguous–I nursed serious (and well-deserved) wounds for weeks afterward!
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Migration
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Most people think of all birds as “migratory”–not so! Buntings and warblers travel thousands of miles every year, while species like cardinals and chickadees often stay in the same general area. Even within a single species, not all populations are migratory. To add more complication, females and males of a single species often have staggered migratory schedules. (If this topic interests you, I recommend A World on the Wing by Scott Weidensaul.)


So why do some birds migrate? The answer, thankfully, is quite simple: food! Imagine if we didn’t have the magic of year-round international fruit and vegetable distribution. You might seriously consider flying thousands of miles just to eat an avocado in the winter, and travel thousands of miles to catch peak strawberry season.


This book features maps provided by Kenn Kaufman that illustrate the ranges of the charming birds depicted in this book, to aid you in identifying them. These maps aren’t one hundred percent exact, but when in doubt: if a bird isn’t typically in your range, you probably didn’t see it. And besides, birding isn’t a point-based game like Pokémon GO where you’re on the hunt for only rare specimens. Try to avoid the “collector” mindset! The most common birds in your area are worth getting excited about, even if only to gain a deeper understanding of their behavior or to become one of the few humans in your region to successfully savor a view of their often-obscured legs and rumps!








Range Maps





The range maps in this book were generously provided by conservationist and artist Kenn Kaufman. These maps can be very helpful when narrowing down which gorgeous bird you just ogled!
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