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Preface to the Second Edition
 A TINY MIRACLE

March 2020 will forever be remembered as the month when everything stopped. Millions of us gathered in our living rooms as our places of business shut their doors, bewildered by the sudden, complete absence of activity. We huddled around screens and watched news channels from early morning to late at night, waiting for a glimmer of good news that would end the pandemic and allow us to get on with our lives. Some of us worked from home in spare bedrooms, in basements, on kitchen or dining-room tables, or propped up with pillows on beds. The pastimes that occupied so much of our lives became out of reach, redirecting us to jigsaw puzzles, home improvement projects, and baking bread. In a sense, we nested.


As time dragged on, the season reached its equinox. Dreary March skies gave way to sparkling, bright blue days, and temperatures warmed. People desperate for a change of scenery began working in their gardens, walking around their own neighborhoods, and venturing farther than ever before into parks, refuges, and other open spaces, where they could maintain their social distance. Others, locked in front of their computer screens by endless Zoom meetings, turned their heads and looked out the nearest window.


That’s when a tiny miracle happened: they discovered birds. Right there in their own backyards, in their neighborhoods, and in what became their favorite outdoor spaces, people who had never had time to spend outside saw a slice of the natural world open up before them. And they wanted more.


It didn’t take long before stores that sold feeders and bird food saw a major influx of new bird enthusiasts. Backyard birding stores across the country have logged significant sales increases, and the birdseed industry faced unprecedented shortages in supply, even with reports of record production from sunflower farmers. Audubon.org reported in August 2020 that a birding store in Maine saw its biggest single month—May 2020—in sixteen years of business; a store in Ohio enjoyed a 50 percent business increase. Neither store expected the demand to ebb anytime soon.


Why so many sales of feeders and food? Just like those of us who have birded for decades, these new birders wanted to see lots of different birds. They became fascinated with these little flying jewels, each with their own personality and habits, performing backyard ballets and mini-dramas full of confrontations with other species, battles for dominance, raising unruly children, and survival of the nimblest, cleverest, boldest, and most persevering.


If you are one of the untold thousands of people who have just discovered the wonders of birds and birding, it’s my pleasure to welcome you to the flock. Birders love to share what they know, so this book is packed with information to help you invite more birds to your yard. It details the birds you are most likely to see in your region, what those birds eat, what they require for nesting habitat, and which seasons bring them to your area—in short, everything you need to know to make your yard a place where birds want to be.


One of the great bonuses of creating a backyard bird habitat is that birds are not the only creatures that will enjoy it. Trees bring caterpillars and places for them to cocoon and metamorphose—and that process produces butterflies, impossibly delicate and varied insects that manage to triumph in spite of the enormous odds against them. You can give these airborne gems a boost toward continued survival by planting specific flower species with which some butterflies have a symbiotic relationship—the flowers provide food for the butterflies, and the butterflies carry the flowers’ pollen from one blossom to the next, ensuring the plant’s good health and reproduction. If you took a closer look at butterflies during your pandemic walks in the wilderness, you may be especially pleased to discover that you can invite them into your own backyard as well, by selecting the right plants and trees to sustain them.


If you find diversion and socially distanced solace in watching birds and butterflies in your backyard, this second edition of our book is certain to delight you. It continues to be Nic’s and my pleasure to share the fun and the variety of birding with kindred spirits across the United States. May you bring many birds to your yard, may you defeat your plundering squirrels, and may your feeders always be productive.








Introduction
 NATURE AT YOUR DOOR

They’re out there every day, flashing through your yard on the wing or perching, inquisitive, in a tree above you while you putter in your garden or enjoy a cool drink on your patio. They collect on the utility wires above your apartment or suddenly congregate around puddles on your front walk.


Winter locks your yard in an icy stasis, but still the birds arrive—gathering to huddle in a shrub, taking refuge just inside a hole in your shed, or poking through tree litter scattered on the snow’s frosty surface. One morning, as the days grow longer before the cold relents, you’re awakened by the clear glissando of a northern cardinal, the first herald of approaching spring.


Birds telegraph the change of seasons, they clear last year’s berries off your bushes and reduce the number of grubs in your lawn, and they brighten your mornings with their song. They already share your backyard and your neighborhood with you, but you haven’t formally invited them over for dinner.


Luckily, it’s never too late to do so.


Why do nearly 20 percent of all Americans watch birds? Perhaps it’s the birds’ seemingly infinite diversity in limitless combinations—the remarkable variety of sizes, colors, songs, and behavior patterns we can observe. Once we look beyond the sooty pigeons at the bus station or the starlings soaring in synchronized flocks over congested highways, the diversity of this family of the animal kingdom is staggering. In North America alone, the American Birding Association’s July 2021 checklist counts 1,127 bird species that either breed in the United States and Canada or put in regular appearances around the continent’s fringes as they drift over from faraway shores.


Dedicated backyard birders in nearly every state and province can tell you that over the course of a year, you might see more than seventy different species in your own yard—from hawks, geese, and gulls passing overhead to many varieties of sparrows, finches, blackbirds, and other small birds at your feeders and in your shrubs and trees. If you’re fortunate enough to live on the edge of a pond or lake, in a farming community, or near a desert—or if you have a large property with many trees—your backyard visitors may expand to number more than one hundred different species.
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Tiny flashes of glitter in the sunlight, hummingbirds dart from flower to flower so quickly that you never quite get a close look. Goldfinches, their yellow feathers some of the brightest you’ve ever seen, zip through your yard on the way to more interesting pickings next door. Orioles, almost too flamboyantly orange to be real, scold you for the lack of fruit and berries in the shrubs around your home. All of these birds would be perfectly amenable to getting to know you better, if only you knew how to get them to linger.


And while you watch, another class of visitor flits silently through your garden, looking for its favorite flowers to sip their nectar. Butterflies, some even brighter and more delicately decorated than the birds, are very selective in their sustenance, with some species’ larvae—the caterpillars that fascinate children and adults alike—choosing only one flower on which to feed. Planting a butterfly garden in your yard can attract the caterpillars, provide places for them to pupate, and encourage the emerging butterflies to remain throughout their short lives. In this second edition of Backyard Birding and Butterfly Gardening, you will find the information you need to bring more butterflies into your own yard, giving you excellent opportunities to observe them at close range.


Whether your backyard is a compact square in a tract of regimented squares, an expansive suburban lawn, or a mowed oasis surrounded by open land or forest, you can bring your region’s birds into your yard to enjoy their life cycle of courtship, nesting, raising young, and departing for warmer climates. You needn’t be a master gardener or a top-notch birder to engage with the feathered creatures in your area, or to attract fluttering insects with gorgeously painted wings—in fact, all you need to do is follow a twentieth-century song lyric: “Find out what they like and how they like it, and give it to them just that way.”



OUR ORIGIN STORY

My first backyard bird was a ring-necked pheasant I flushed while trying to identify wildflowers in an open field behind the apartment building in which we lived. I was twelve years old and eager to explore my environment, such as it was—picking my way through what my mother called a “vacant lot” to put names to morning glories, goldenrod, and chicory. In an instant, I stepped too far too fast and nearly fell backward as a rush of wings and tail feathers erupted directly in front of me. The sun caught the pheasant’s shockingly red and green head as he took flight, and I stood, mouth agape, thinking I would never again see something so beautiful.


By then I had a young student’s understanding of butterflies, watching one make its way out of its pupa in a glass jar nurtured by my fourth-grade teacher. Five years in the Girl Scouts introduced me to many more butterflies on trails throughout Upstate New York, trudging through parks and surprising the fragile creatures as the members of my patrol and I emerged from forests on the edges of open grasslands. While most of the places we trekked are now suburban housing tracts, I maintain a healthy patch of Joe-Pye weed and common milkweed in my own yard and enjoy lengthy visits from monarchs, tiger swallowtails, cabbage whites, and red admirals as summer edges into fall.


My husband, photographer Nic Minetor, learned about birds at his mother’s elbow, reaping the benefits of her keen ear for birdsong and her delight at every new individual in her yard. Growing up with an amateur naturalist in the house gave Nic an innate understanding of the synergy between food, water, and shelter as birds’ basic hierarchy of needs. Now he captures the wonders of backyards across America in digital images, with a photo library that holds more than 450 bird species and dozens of butterflies.


Our mutual backyard birding adventure began innocuously enough, with a simple plastic feeder suction-cupped to our urban apartment window. A few hours after we installed our humble offering, I glanced at the window and discovered two little birds, their faces a deep purplish pink, greedily attacking the pile of yellow, red, and black seeds. Pink birds! I’d never seen anything like them. I grabbed the field guide we’d bought the day before and flipped through it. In minutes I determined that we were playing host to two male house finches, both of which brought their streaky brown mates to our feeder shortly thereafter.


The heady rush of bringing a bird I’d never seen before right to my window became a deliciously addictive experience. When we bought our home a year later, creating habitat and feeding stations for birds became one of our highest priorities—and, as it turned out, a never-ending process of trial and error. Our eventual successes came at the price of exotic plant species that withered in our garden, and hundreds of pounds of bird food devoured, not by birds, but by squirrels and the industrious eastern chipmunk, a critter that can squirm its way into hopper feeders that slam shut on the heavier squirrels.


Yes, we’ll tell you how to keep the squirrels at bay—a process of watching, waiting, and removing every possible raceway to your food supply. Your squirrels will remain in your yard, but we can help you keep them confined to the ground, where they will clear the scattered seeds the birds dash from the feeder.


Many a beginning backyard birder can point to experiments that failed and plants that perished—but you don’t have to suffer through such wallet-draining mistakes. This book will help you make the right choices the first time, whether it’s the purchase of shrubs that will fill your yard with berry-eating birds all winter, or the selection of the most effective house sparrow baffle, with tips to maximize its usefulness.


What are the secrets? In a nutshell, bringing birds and butterflies to your backyard involves a combination of feeders and natural food, enough variety to tempt a wide range of palates, a source of water, and the native trees, shrubs, and flowers that create a familiar, safe, and practical environment for the birds and butterflies that live in your area.


We offer many recommendations for plants that actively attract birds and butterflies—some for the seeds they produce when the flowers fade, and others for their wealth of fruit, nectar, dense foliage that provides cover, and strong limbs that serve as stable nesting or pupating locations. As you plan your own garden or transform your existing landscape with native species, we urge you to consult your local nursery to find the hardiest species for your climate and region.


To photograph all the birds, butterflies, plants, and trees we needed to represent the entire continent in this book, Nic and I traveled from our home in Rochester, New York, to southeastern Arizona, through the grasslands of the Great Plains, out to the Grand Tetons and other Rocky Mountain destinations, and into the Pacific Northwest. The result is a compendium from America’s backyards to your fingertips, with information that will be useful in whatever climate or habitat your own backyard may provide.


Today, as Baltimore orioles devour grape jelly from feeders in our front and back yards and American goldfinches munch a combination of nyjer seeds and sunflower chips inches from my back door, I’m so pleased to join with Nic and Lyons to bring some of our not-so-secret methods to you. By following the principles in this book, you can share in this visual bounty and turn your backyard into the habitat of choice for all manner of marvelous birds and butterflies.
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1: Backyard Birding and Butterfly-Watching Essentials

Before you begin choosing feeders, buying bags of bird food, and planting flowers that will produce seeds and nectar, make sure you’re ready to enjoy the birds and butterflies that will most certainly arrive in your yard.

Just as the birds need food, water, and shelter, you need a few essentials to make your backyard birding and butterfly-watching experience as rich and colorful as it can be. Let’s start with the nature-watching basics and come back to the birds and their needs in the next chapter.


A CLEAR VIEW

Where in your house can you sit comfortably and look out a window? Whether you have a wide bay window in your dining room, a sliding glass door off of your kitchen, or a portal near your desk in your home office, you’ll want to place your bird feeders where they can be seen from that window. This is particularly true if you live in an area above the frost line, where wintry weather can keep you from spending a lot of time on a deck, porch, or patio. Looking out the window over your morning coffee and watching a variety of birds feasting at your feeders can make a frigid, overcast winter day seem a great deal brighter.

You don’t need a panoramic, ceiling-to-floor window to enjoy the view of birds and butterflies visiting your yard. Choose the window that reveals the greatest number of natural features—trees, shrubs, water (puddles count!), and lower plants. Be sure to select comfortable furniture for your viewing window. You may find yourself sitting for extended periods, so have a well-padded chair, a table on which to take notes, and quick access to food and drink. It’s no wonder that most people choose their kitchen table to serve as Nature Watching Central.

Test out each of the windows in your house that might serve as your primary viewing station. We often look out windows without really seeing what is there: overgrown shrubs that block the view, vines that crisscross the glass, or old, dirt-clogged screens that obscure what lies beyond.

If your house was built before the 1920s, your windows may have a weird, wavy appearance. This is a result of the manufacturing process used to create windows in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The waves are part of the original structure of the glass; they have not “sagged,” as some myths about glass would have you believe. If you don’t like the distortions these waves may cause when you watch birds and butterflies, it may be time to replace these old windows.

Next, look past the glass to the scene beyond. What features of your yard can you see? Are there trees and shrubs that could provide places to hang viewable feeders? Where might you add a birdbath or brush pile that will attract birds within your line of sight? Can you see a place to plant a tall garden of flowers to provide nectar for butterflies and hummingbirds?

This first examination will help you begin a plan to turn your yard into habitat for many varieties of birds and butterflies.

Remember, nothing brightens a room or improves a view more than a clean window. Wash your windows with warm water and mild soap at least twice a year, using a soft cloth or old T-shirt. Use a squeegee to help minimize the potential for streaking. If you’ve got stubborn stains or embedded soils, many professionals swear by a solution of two parts distilled white vinegar and one part water. This will remove hard-water spots, dirt, and other gunk without generating harmful ammonia fumes.

However, beware of the dangers that clean windows will pose to the birds outside. Birds may see only the reflections of trees, sky, and clouds and fly headlong into the glass. The startling report known as “Three Billion Birds,” published in the journal Science in September 2019, revealed that window strikes are one of the primary reasons that the world’s bird population has diminished by 25 percent since 1970—in fact, up to one billion birds die annually in the United States and Canada from flying into windows.

You can help protect birds by installing one of several low-cost products that deter birds from approaching windows. Acopian BirdSavers, for example, are lengths of nylon parachute cord (also known as paracord) that hang on the outside of large windows. The thin cords barely interrupt a person’s view looking through the window, but when birds see them, they steer clear to avoid colliding with the cords. The American Bird Conservancy and the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology recommend these “Zen curtains” as a tested and effective way of reducing bird strikes. You can purchase them at most birding supply stores, or even make your own by following the directions Acopian provides at its website: www.birdsavers.com.




A FIELD GUIDE

You may think at first that a field guide is only for serious birders or butterfly watchers who get up at dawn to catch glimpses of unusual species. The first time a bird or butterfly you don’t recognize lands at one of your feeders or flits through your garden, however, you will wish for a quick-reference guide to tell you what has arrived in your yard. This may be a book, a laminated folding guide, or an app on your smartphone—and you may want different guides for various activities.

How do you choose the right guide for you? First, look for a book or app that has “Field Guide” in its title. Many books and apps offer photos or illustrations of birds or butterflies, but only the field guides are fully comprehensive. Many field guides cover the entire bird or butterfly population of the eastern or western half of the United States, with the Mississippi River as the rough dividing line. Others focus on one bird family, such as warblers, sparrows, hummingbirds, or shorebirds. Even if you believe that you will never see anything very unusual in your backyard, you will likely be pleasantly surprised by the wide variety of species that stop at your feeders or gather in your berry-laden shrubs, and the changes in your backyard visitors throughout the different seasons. You’ll want to be able to identify them all, so choose a guide that covers your region or half of the country at the very least.

Many birders turn to smartphone apps to consolidate their field guides—and some of these apps can even identify a bird in a photo for you, reducing the amount of uncertainty new birders experience as they learn about male versus female plumage, seasonal variations, and all the other elements that can make bird identification tricky.

The most popular of these is Merlin Bird ID, a free app created by the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology and Bird In Hand, with the assistance of legions of birders and scientists. Merlin uses computer vision technology developed at Caltech and Cornell Tech to identify birds in photos, drawing on hundreds of millions of sightings birders have recorded in the online eBird database (more on this shortly). In 2021, Merlin added birdsong identification to the app, giving birders the ability to record a nearby birdsong and identify it in seconds. It uses the lab’s Macaulay Library of bird sounds—the world’s most comprehensive source for audio recordings, photos, and videos of birds—to access the songs of more than 450 birds and match them to the ones in your recordings.

If it feels like cheating to use an app to tell you what birds you are seeing and hearing, you can still carry a field guide (or more than one) on your phone for fast reference in the field. Among the ones that are popular with new and experienced birders are iBird Pro, Audubon Birds and Butterflies, the Sibley eGuide to Birds, National Geographic Birds, Peterson Birds, and BirdsEye; all of these can be used offline once you have downloaded them. Some of these apps provide both photos and illustrations of birds, as well as multiple bird-songs for each species, so you can listen to various songs to help you identify the bird you may be hearing.

If you are new to birding, some apps provide tools to help you narrow down which bird has paid a visit to your yard. Audubon allows you to browse birds by shape, while Merlin and iBird take you through a menu that filters possible birds by shape, color, size, location, and habitat, among other prompts. As you learn what different bird families look like, your needs will change, making it faster and easier to use the larger and more complex apps.

A number of apps also make butterfly identification easier, with online tools like ButterflyIdentification.org, GardensWithWings.com, and Butter-flies and Moths of North America (butterfliesandmoths.org) providing quick-reference guides and simple questionnaires to aid in identification. The free app Picture Insect identifies all manner of bugs from your photos, including butterflies and caterpillars, but it does not contain a field guide that you can browse to make your own identification. Audubon’s smartphone app mentioned earlier provides a field guide to both birds and butterflies in one, making it a handy addition to your nature app collection.



BIRDING LIBRARY

A good home birding library should include a comprehensive, region-wide or nationwide field guide, and specialty guides for birds that interest you most.

Choosing a Field Guide

Photos or illustrations? Try both kinds of guides to determine which you prefer. Photo guides provide single, vivid examples of each bird, usually in breeding plumage. Illustrated guides provide many drawings of the same species. These guides give you an idea of all the possible plumage variations, revealing fine shades of identification. Many bird lovers have one of each kind to improve their ability to identify an unexpected species—or to recognize a bird that looks like a familiar species, but may be in juvenile or winter plumage.

Go to your local bookstore or birders’ specialty store and browse through the titles. Look at the size and weight of the guides, and think about where you will keep this guide in your house. Do you want a guide that will fit in a coat pocket, or one that offers larger type and illustrations on a bigger page?

The best field guides provide many different views of the same bird species, so you can see the differences between the male and female birds of the same species. Other views show you how the bird might change in winter, or how an immature bird might look. There’s a map on each page as well. Map colors tell you where the bird lives in each season: summer, winter, or year-round, and its migratory path.

Don’t feel that you must restrict yourself to one choice. Many experienced birders keep a copy of every field guide on the market along with their binoculars. The ability to compare different photos and illustrations can help you sharpen your identification skills, while giving you enough information about a bird’s size, markings, and behavior to make a well-informed decision about the bird’s species.
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Birding Tip: Keep It Handy [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]

When a brightly colored individual shows up unexpectedly in the shrubs near your viewing window, you don’t want to have to scramble for your field guide. Keep your field guide and binoculars close to your viewing window. If you have more than one viewpoint, consider having a field guide and binoculars at each place. Have a notebook and pen or pencil handy as well to take notes about the bird or butterfly’s markings and activity before you look for it in the field guide.






BINOCULARS

Whether your passion is birds or butterflies, you need binoculars.

Even if you only watch the creatures in your own backyard, the day will come when a bird or butterfly will land in a distant tree, and you’ll want a closer look at an unfamiliar wing pattern or unusual breast color. Binoculars open up the world of nature to the casual viewer in a way that no other tool can.

But which pair is right for you? Here are the most important things to understand about the way binoculars work:

You’ll see what looks like a size or formula, usually stamped on the focus knob. It may say 7 × 35, 8 × 50, or 10 × 40, or another combination of numbers.

The first number is the number of times the binoculars magnify the image for you. If the first number is seven, for example, the binoculars show you the bird or butterfly at seven times its normal size.

So you may think that a magnification of ten would be the best, right? The fact is that 10 × binoculars can be very hard to hold still enough to see a clear image at ten times its normal size. Unless you’re using the binoculars exclusively on a tripod, the 10 × pair will probably frustrate you more than thrill you. Most people prefer a pair with 7 × or 8 × magnification.

The second number (35, 40, 42, or 50) is a measurement of the amount of light that comes through the large end of the binoculars. It’s actually the diameter of the objective (larger) lens in millimeters. Here, larger is better, as it allows you to see more clearly in low light situations—near dusk or on overcast days.
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Ask your retailer about the binoculars’ field of view. A wider field of view is better for spotting your target, as you have more area that you can see—giving you a greater opportunity to find the bird or butterfly in your lens.

For observing butterflies, the
ability to focus at very close range can be critical to your enjoyment. Binoculars made for general use may only focus well on subjects that are 20 feet away or more, while most birding binoculars achieve a close focus of about 10 feet. You may have the ability to get much closer to butterflies without scaring them off, however, so binoculars that can focus on a subject as close as 6 feet away are ideal. This information should be in the manufacturer’s description of the product.

Finally, look for optics that are fully multicoated. This is critically important, as binoculars with full, multiple coatings will reduce color fringing, producing a clear, crisp view. A sharp, well-defined image is the result of many different coatings on each lens. Just about all of today’s binoculars have some coatings. Some very reasonably priced optics are fully multicoated, which means that every piece of glass inside the binoculars—as many as eighteen surfaces—has multiple coatings. Each layer reduces the reflective scattering of light between these glass surfaces, eliminating glare and distortion. Coated optics look dark and often greenish or bluish when you look at the objective lens.



NO FRINGING

When you’re trying out binoculars, watch out for the blue or yellow halo around images you see through the lens. This is color fringing, an effect that’s caused by poor color correction. Cheap optics with single-coated or noncoated lenses can’t correct these annoying patterns. These optics don’t have the lens coatings required to increase the color contrast as the light passes through the lens. You will become dissatisfied quickly with binoculars that produce this effect.




The Right Fit

Binoculars should fit comfortably in one hand. Ideally, you should be able to hold them in one hand as you look through them and record notes with the other hand. You may still use two hands, but be sure that your optics are not too large to hold steadily. If you’re buying your first pair, go to your favorite outdoor sports store and try several pairs in person. Take them outside and test them before making a choice.




The Right Price

The top binoculars may run as much as $1,500 per pair—which is extreme for backyard nature observation. Don’t feel that you must purchase the absolute best. Instead, buy the best you can afford. If you are new to birding and butterfly watching, you may want to begin with a modest pair. You might choose a smaller-diameter objective lens or a lower magnification, but don’t skimp on the coatings! Spending $250 instead of $100 will make an enormous difference in your enjoyment.







SPOTTING SCOPES

If you’re just getting started with backyard birding and butterfly watching and you have a fairly standard city or suburban yard, a spotting scope may not be a high priority. Using a scope also may be self-defeating for butterfly watching, as the scope’s narrow field of vision may be too restrictive to follow an insect in flight. But if your property backs up to a pond or lake, a big open field, or a wetland, or if your neighbors have large trees or shrubs that attract birds, a scope will bring many out-of-reach birds into sharp focus.

Birds have a frustrating tendency to hide just beyond your ability to see them. A scope can help extend your viewing range, sometimes by hundreds of feet, so you can see the scarlet tanager in your neighbor’s oak or the Scott’s oriole at the feeder across the street.

Just as binoculars come in many shapes and sizes, scopes run the gamut of varieties as well. A visit to your favorite birders’ specialty store or outdoor outfitter will reveal the wide range of spotting scopes available. As you will see, a good scope is a fairly major investment.
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You may choose either an angled or straight scope—an angled scope has an eyepiece offset 45 or 90 degrees from the barrel, while straight scopes have aligned eyepieces. The difference is a matter of personal preference, but straight scopes are better for digiscoping (see next page).

Scopes generally begin at 20 x, magnifying the bird twenty times for your enjoyment. On some models, you can choose an eyepiece that zooms in to an astonishing 50 × or 60 ×, making birds look so close they could be sitting on your hand. Look for fully multicoated optics, which will decrease distortion, increase the contrast of the image, and give you a sharp, clear, vibrant view of the bird. Get the largest objective (front) lens you can afford. A 60 or 65 mm lens is excellent; an 80 mm lens will let in much more light and deliver a brighter image.

There’s more to a scope purchase than the scope itself. Your scope is only as good as the tripod that holds it upright. You need a tripod that will hold steady while you look through the lens, even if you’re outside on a windy day. A tripod that vibrates or sways will make it very difficult to get a clear view of the subject.



Digiscoping

Scopes have become very popular in recent years because of digiscoping—taking digital photos of birds and butterflies using a digital camera or smartphone attached to the scope’s eyepiece. This method provides excellent opportunities to take an image to analyze and identify later. If you plan to digiscope, you will have the best luck using an adapter to attach your digital camera or smartphone to the scope. The adapter holds your camera steady, leaving your hands free to move the scope while you focus on the bird or butterfly.
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FIVE TIPS FOR DIGISCOPING


	Find the bird or butterfly and focus the scope on it before you attach the camera.

	Set the camera’s shutter priority at 1/500 second or faster.

	Shoot at your eyepiece’s widest (lowest) magnification—you can crop the photograph later with your computer software.

	Shade your LCD screen when you’re outside so you can see if you got the shot.

	Take lots of shots—just keep shooting as long as you see the bird.










KEEP A YARD LIST

Keep a list of every bird and butterfly you see in and around your yard. Whether you start writing down the species you see to track them from day to day, month to month, or as a year-to-year comparison record, keeping a yard list will become your passion in no time.

Start by jotting down the species you see. Keep a pad and pen by the window from which you watch your feeders and your garden. Write down what you see that day, or during that week or month. Make additional notes if you see behavior that strikes you as interesting. If a bird arrives in unusual plumage, note this as well. Soon you will have a sense of which birds and butterflies arrive in various seasons, and which birds are with you year-round.
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Why keep a list? You might begin by simply writing down each new species that visits your yard to get a running total of the number of different birds and butterflies that show up. This list becomes your “life list,” the total number of species you’ve seen in your lifetime. Birders and butterfly enthusiasts find tremendous satisfaction in seeing their life list grow.

Once you have a list established, watching nature in your backyard provides a wonderful opportunity to enjoy the natural change of seasons. You might begin writing down all the birds and butterflies you see each month, starting a new page on the first of the month and recording the dates on which you add species to the month list. As you see bird species for the first time during the year, you will know that the bird migration has begun—often before any significant change in the weather occurs. By comparing one year’s list to the next, you can know when it’s time to put out your hummingbird and oriole feeders, when the woodpeckers and nuthatches will need the extra protein in raw suet, or when you might begin to see the first caterpillars of the year in your trees and shrubs.

What counts as your backyard? Most birders and butterfly watchers agree that a backyard list includes anything you can see from your yard—birds that fly over your yard, birds and butterflies in your neighbors’ yards, or, if you’re lucky enough to have more than an average suburban yard, anything you see throughout your acreage. If your yard backs up to a “forever wild” patch of open space, a wildlife refuge, the Mojave Desert, or the Pacific Ocean, the birds and butterflies you see beyond your lot line certainly count.


Digitize Your Records

If you are interested in going paperless, there are several excellent bird and butterfly listing apps available. These digital lists allow you to record the date, time, place, and conditions under which you saw each species, and how many of each came to your yard. Some even have spaces for your photos, so you can keep your notes and pictures together in one place. Listing software is available for both Windows-based and Macintosh computers, and for both iOS and Android smartphone platforms. Some are built right into the field guide apps, allowing you to check off a bird or butterfly when you identify it. Keeping your lists on your mobile phone can help you increase the number of birds and butterflies on your life list while providing an instant field guide when something new flies into view.


[image: Bird Pro is one of several field guide apps that covers all the birds in North America]
Bird Pro is one of several field guide apps that covers all the birds in North America



You can also keep track of your sightings using apps that contribute to the global community of birders and butterfly watchers. The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology’s eBird gives you the opportunity to enter your observations into a database that spans the globe, joining millions of birders in tracking the whereabouts of birds everywhere. Your daily yard lists become part of citizen science, providing current information on bird migration, arrivals in your area, breeding success, feeding habits, and overall movement of birds from one place to another. The free app is available in Apple’s App Store and Google Play.

There’s a similar effort in progress for butterflies as well. The Butterflies and Moths of North America (BAMONA) project collects photos shared by butterfly watchers throughout the continent, who enter their sightings at the project’s website. The information provided helps track butterflies’ shifting ranges and numbers as the climate changes. You can register for an account and start submitting your photos at https://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/user/register.
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