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As a birder, the best part of spending time in a different place is finding new birds to identify and study, like this Yellow-throated Warbler. Although warblers are common in Maine, this southern beauty is rarely seen that far north. There is a resident population in northern Florida, but the South Florida birds migrate to breeding grounds in the swampy forests of the Southeast, infrequently venturing as far north as New England.


It took several seasons, but I was finally able to capture a beautiful male in the open, in good light, and in sharp focus. I was thrilled to add it to my life list in 2019.







Introduction
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No matter the season, birds are always with us. In my first book, Life List: Field Notes of a Maine Birdwatcher, I put together a collection of my bird photos taken in our southern Maine neighborhood of Kennebunk Beach. Many of the early pictures were terrible and went in the trash, but the final result was a collection of the best photos from six years of daily walks along the beach and down to the Mousam River and its estuary. I called the book Life List after learning that birdwatchers keep extensive lists of new bird sightings in county and state lists, as well as the all-important life list.


The positive response to the book astounded me. Friends, neighbors, and complete strangers began to notice the birds in our area and would stop me on the street to talk about the egrets that had just arrived in the marsh or the eagle that was soaring over the river. As time passed, I gave a few presentations and did some book signings, attempting to introduce more people to the idea that birds and wildlife were all around us, and that all we had to do was take notice.


Now that we are migrating south from Maine and spending the winters in Florida, my life list has grown markedly. I have added many local Florida birds and also the migrating birds that pass through on their way to the Caribbean Islands and South America. Our winter location in Vero Beach and Indian River County has many diverse places to find photogenic Florida birds. I have spent hours walking, watching, and taking pictures and have imported thousands of new photos into my Adobe Lightroom Library. Florida Birds: A Birdwatcher Discovers the Sunshine State does not include every bird in Florida, but I wanted to highlight those that are unique and most impressive to a visiting birdwatcher getting to know Florida birds for the first time, and, of course, working on a life list.


Ken Janes


Vero Beach, Florida


Kennebunk Beach, Maine



In all things of Nature there is something of the marvelous.


—Aristotle










Bird Photography

Bird photography is an interesting and satisfying pastime that frequently develops from a birdwatcher’s desire to document the beautiful creatures seen on neighborhood walks. Some people prioritize the challenges of photography, learning the names of the bird species later. In any case, since the early efforts of pioneers like Eliot Porter, techniques have improved significantly. The first film photographers had to use elaborate blinds and flash photography and find nesting birds in order to have any chance of creating a photograph of a bird in focus. Using early Kodachrome film in the 1940s, Porter was able to produce the first satisfactory color plates of birds. I was inspired by his 1972 book Birds of North America: A Personal Selection, and I have always wanted to make pictures like the ones he showed in that book. Since then, the era of digital photography has come to pass, and bird photography is within reach of any enthusiastic amateur.


The first digital cameras were adaptations of the original 35mm film camera designs from the 1970s. In contrast to today’s mirrorless electronic cameras, which can shoot at a rate of twenty frames per second and have amazing autofocus capabilities, the early digital cameras were slower and heavier. Ten years ago, a tripod was necessary to ensure any possibility of sharp focus when using a telephoto lens greater than 400mm. Due to the built-in image stabilization in modern cameras, it’s possible to hand-hold a camera with a telephoto lens and still take high-quality pictures. Now, instead of waiting a week to see if the slides were properly exposed, we can analyze an image in the field, make exposure and focus modifications instantly, and take as many shots as we like.


Regardless of the camera used, many of the fundamentals of bird photography remain the same. Even with the best telephoto lens, getting close is mandatory. No picture will work from 500 yards away. You will not get many decent bird photos without patience and persistence. “Stand still and be quiet” was my advice to a friend asking how to get good bird photos.


There are many styles of bird photography depending on the tastes of the photographer. Some people like to create very artistic, dramatic images of birds in beautiful settings. The best way to do this is with a blind and feeding stations. Decorative perches, good lighting, and getting close can produce absolutely gorgeous photos. Hummingbird photography, for example, is nearly impossible without using such tactics.


Other photographers enjoy photographing birds in their natural habitat. Even though it is challenging, taking this type of photograph can be gratifying. Like any other wild animal, birds will not let you approach them, especially if they are nesting or protecting their young. Learning the behavior of a target species and getting in position with good lighting is often the best approach. I’ll take note of the location and the time of day when a specific bird feeds, and then plan to be there when the sun is at the proper angle. Waiting quietly and letting the bird work its way into the optimum spot works well. Nothing is more satisfying than having a bird, or any other animal, accept you as part of the landscape and go about its daily activity, oblivious to your presence. One of my biggest thrills was having a Florida bobcat walk out of the bushes twenty feet in front of me, while I was trying to get close to some Glossy Ibis. The bobcat never noticed me, and I had to call out “Hey, bobcat!” before it realized I was there. I got the eye contact I wanted and the best photo I could have hoped for.


There are a few technical considerations in making a good bird photograph. Light is key, and getting the sun behind you is critical. “Let your shadow point at the bird,” I was told by an experienced photographer, and that is always on my mind when setting up a shot. In Florida, photographing birds during the middle of the day can be challenging due to the sun’s intense shadow-creating effects and overexposure of white birds. The best light is in the early morning and late afternoon, which has the benefit of being when birds are most active. A cloudy, overcast, or even stormy day can result in excellent photographs.


I would encourage every birdwatcher to try photography. There are excellent cameras available for any budget, and the results can be very satisfying. Just ask anyone with a camera, and I’m sure they will be happy to get you started.
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This photo of a molting juvenile Summer Tanager demonstrates why good light is critical to proper exposure. It took some time before the bird finally came out in the open where it was possible to expose for the bright yellow highlights and also get detail in the darker shades of orange. Any other light situation such as shade or backlighting would never had worked as well. All it takes is patience, and the camera will do the rest.
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Wading Birds

To birdwatchers, the term “wading birds” means those tall, long-necked birds that are widespread throughout Florida. They are typically the first birds that a novice learns to recognize, and they are fascinating to study in depth. These birds spend the majority of the day hunting, and each has a distinct hunting technique.

Herons and egrets slowly patrol the edges of ponds and canals, occasionally remaining motionless for several minutes before striking prey with their daggerlike bills. Egrets are actually a subgroup of the heron family, and they have similar hunting styles. The egret term refers to all-white birds that develop long plumes called “aigrettes” during mating season.

Spoonbills sift through the water and soil in quest of tiny invertebrates. In Florida, there is only one spoonbill species: the dramatic Roseate Spoonbill. Ibises are smaller birds that use their curved bills to probe mud and shallow water. White Ibis are frequently seen in small flocks foraging across parks and golf courses.

Wood Storks are tropical birds that are uncommon breeders in Florida, Georgia, and the Carolinas. They use their hefty bill to search the water for small fish and crustaceans.
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Great Blue Heron


The Great Blue Heron is the largest wading bird. It stands five feet tall and has a six-foot wingspan. Look for their huge size and slow wingbeats, their head pulled back and legs trailing behind, as they fly overhead. They are gray-blue in color with long black plumes on their heads and dark blue shoulder patches. A subspecies that is all white and slightly larger, known as the Great White Heron, exists in the Florida Keys.

These birds are unmistakable as they stand still or slowly move along the edge of a pond or canal in search of food. When a fish comes near, the spear-like bill lashes out and stabs its prey. The heron then flips the prize into the air and catches it headfirst. Using this method, they can catch and eat fish that are surprisingly large. While fish are their favorite food, they are very adaptable and will eat just about anything; snakes, frogs, even small birds or mammals.

Great Blues choose a new mate each year and go through a complicated process of dancing and showing off until they are ready to build a nest. The male chooses the site, often twenty to sixty feet off the ground, then brings material for the female to use in building the nest. This pair built their nest out of sticks in the shared rookery at the West Regional Wetlands on 8th Street in Vero Beach. The female was very picky and threw away many of the sticks brought by the male.
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