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The Seven Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight!
 
An introduction (or three)
 
Who is Steve Ingraham and what is the 7 Fold Path?
 
I did not get into birding until I was in my mid-30s. I was teaching at a private school near 
Gallup, New Mexico, and we went to Southeast Arizona for Spring Break each year, mostly to 
get away from the spring winds and blowing sand in New Mexico and to photograph desert 
wildflowers and hike. One March it was already way hot in Tucson, too hot to hike, and very 
dry…there had been little snow in the mountains, and there were no wildflowers to speak of. 
On the way down, I had bought an issue of Arizona Highways, something I also did every 
year, that featured an article about the growing popularity of bird watching (or birding as 
birders say) and bird tourism in the areas south and east of Tucson…Madera Canyon and 
Patagonia, on either side of the Santa Rita Mountains. So, thinking it might be cooler in the 
mountains than it was at the campground on the flats north of Tucson, we decided to explore 
south and maybe see what this birding thing was all about. I had the 10x50 Bushnell 
binoculars that I used for star gazing with me, and the article gave directions to several hot 
spots (areas particularly rich in birds or places you can see a particular hard-to-see bird) so I 
was all set. During a few days around the campgrounds at Madera and Lake Patagonia, on 
the trails up into the Santa Ritas, and during visits to places like the Patagonia Sonoita Creek￼ 
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Natural Area, I discovered a few things. 1) I enjoyed looking for, and looking at, birds. There 
was a challenge to it, and there was a definite satisfaction, a quiet thrill, in actually seeing and 
naming a bird in the wild. 2) birders are among the most friendly and helpful people you will 
ever encounter in the wild. They don’t just pass you on the trail. If you are wearing binoculars 
around your neck they stop you, ask what you have seen, and offer lots of advice about 
where to see more, and where to go next, what to do when you get there, etc. 3) a hot spot 
attracts birders from all over the world. The guest book for just the few days before our visit to 
Sonoita Creek included people from just about every continent. Made me think there must be 
something catching about this birding thing to bring folks from afar. and 4) 10x50 Bushnells 
are not real binoculars (binocular-shaped objects, to borrow a phrase from musicians who 
describe sub-par guitars, for instance, as guitar-shaped objects). They were good enough to 
inspire birders to engage with me, but they were also responsible for lots of the good advice I 
got…since clearly I must have been a beginning birder or I would already own real binoculars. 
:)
 
I enjoyed the whole experience enough so that when we got home to New Mexico, I decided I 
was going to spend time, an hour or so each day, sometimes twice a day, looking for birds on 
the large campus where we lived, which included playing fields, mature trees, a small pond 
and marsh area, and some native plantings…and in the extensive scrublands, hogbacks, and 
pinyon forests behind us. My wife and I were dorm parents for residential students (girls 
grades 1 to 8, mostly Navajo and Zuni) and I had my days, while the girls were in school, more 
or less free. Within a few months I had seen 140 species within a mile of my back door. Not 
long after that I turned the whole experience into an article for WildBird Magazine, which was 
just going from 6 issues a year to 12, and was in sudden need of content. With the money 
from the article (the first money I had ever made writing) I bought a pair of real binoculars…
and birding binoculars at that…Swift Audubon 8x44s…classics! 
 
As spring came on again, my wife saw a notice in the local paper for a bird walk in Zuni, which 
was about 40 miles south of us (40 miles is just next door by New Mexico standards). I called 
the number given and talked to Dave Cleary, a teacher at the Zuni primary school, and a life-
long birder, and was encouraged to attend. As it turned out, I was the only one who showed 
up…which did not surprise Dave. He was delighted to have me. Over the next few years, I 
spent a Saturday morning a month with Dave, and many a full day in the field doing bird 
surveys and Christmas Bird Counts, in and around Zuni and the wider area of central western 
New Mexico. I absorbed most of what I know about birding during those outings. 
 
I had continued to write articles for WildBird, and fell into the role of optics expert ￼(long story, 
but it started with the research that lead me to the Swift Audubons). I eventually started my 
own newsletter about birding optics, took up editing and writing the Tools of the Trade section 
of Birding Magazine (American Birding Association), attended and spoke at their conventions, 
and generally made a name for myself in the birding community as the birding optics guy…
and a nuisance of myself at the optics makers. This led to my being recruited by ZEISS Sports 
Optics to help re-establish their products in the birding market after some lean years, and for 
the last 12 years of my carrier I was the ZEISS Guy at birding festivals all across the United 
States, and helped ZEISS to develop products for birders, sell to birders, and re-establish 
themselves as a bird-friendly company. 
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Back in my newsletter days I had written a series of 
articles called “The Seven Fold Path to Better Birding”, a 
somewhat irreverent take on the 7 Fold Path of the 
Buddha, but geared to helping new birders get off on the 
right foot, and to getting seasoned birders to think about 
what they were doing, and make them, hopefully, more 
aware and better birders. As a long-time teacher, and 
now being paid to be at the birding festivals, it was only 
natural that I developed those ideas into a workshop. 
Festivals need content just like magazines do, and I 
figured it was good for ZEISS to have me seen as 
someone who contributed to the festival and the birding 
community as a whole…besides it was fun…I made it 
fun…and people responded surprisingly well. 
 
Over the years I refined and expanded the program and 
in the time since I retired from traveling for ZEISS, I have 
put more thought into it. So here it is:
 
Steve Ingraham’s 7 Fold Path to Better Birding, the book!
 
                                                                      …
 
Better Birder?
 
To become a better birder, of course, you have to be a birder in the first place. I once heard it 
said that there are three kinds of people who are interested in birds. There are bird noticers: 
folks who are aware enough of what is happing around them to notice when birds are present. 
They often enjoy seeing the birds around and hearing them sing. “That’s a pretty bird!” Birds 
are an ornament to any day, but they have no real interest in knowing the names of the birds, 
or anything about how they live and what they do, or how they fit into the overall scheme of 
nature and all that. (These folks are, by the way, very useful companions for a birder, since 
their other name is bird spotter). 
 
Then you have bird watchers. These folks may or may not own binoculars. If they do, they 
know where their optics are, but they most likely live in a drawer or on a shelf or on a 
windowsill. Optics are unlikely to go out of the house on trips or outings. They almost certainly 
own at least one field guide to the birds, or know how and where to look up birds on the 
internet. They most likely feed birds in their yards or on their balconies. They have taken the 
time to learn, sort of by osmosis, the names of the common birds they see around the 
neighborhood, maybe even the state, and they are sometimes even interested in hearing the 
names of birds they see while traveling, if someone is willing to tell them. (They also make 
great bird spotters on the trips actual birders make.)
￼
Finally, you have birders. I hesitate to call them real birders since that implies that there are 
birders who aren’t real, and serious birders sounds like birding is not mainly about fun…and it 
is really mainly about fun…so just birders then. Birders definitely own binoculars (or, 
increasingly today, and especially among young birders, a good camera with a long telephoto 
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lens). What is more, they take their optics with them most places they go, and frequently pack 
their optics and go out intentionally looking for birds…whether it is around the neighborhood, 
or across the continent, or far afield and overseas. It is the intentional part that makes them 
birders. They pride themselves on being able to name the birds they see, and when they see a 
bird they can not name 1) they get really excited (life bird!…as birders call the first sighting of 
any particular bird species), and 2) they do not rest until they know the name. They are 
generally willing to be told by someone who already knows the bird, but they are not happy 
until they have consulted a field guide or app or the internet to make sure that they will be 
able to recognize the bird when they see it again. And, these days, if they can get a photo of 
the bird, that is even better. Many, especially younger birders, are not really happy until they 
have shared a photo of the new bird on social media. There is also sometimes a slightly 
competitive steak to their birding. They are at least competing with themselves, and very 
aware of the number of birds they can recognize and name…some, the more competitive, can 
tell you on any given day the exact number…some are just happy to know the number is 
growing. Of course, there are totally non-competitive birders, who are as happy to see the 
100,000th Song Sparrow as they were to see the first, and are completely content to get to 
know even the common birds better. They take pride, not in numbers, but in the quality of 
their knowledge. Either way. Birders are birders and share more than what separates them. 
 
And birders are definitely a community and into sharing. As I discovered in my early 
experience of birding, birders tend to enjoy each other’s company as much as they enjoy 
birds. There are solitary birders, of course, but many are attracted to local bird walks, local 
bird clubs or Audubon chapters. Many attend bird festivals where they can see new birds and 
meet other birders. A good number lead those bird walks and organize those festivals. 
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And birders are great people to be around. In my experience birders are just happy to be 
awake…happy to be wherever they are (more so if there are birds…and if they are not where 
birds are, they are happy to be thinking about going somewhere where birds are). They are 
happy to be learning something new all the time. While they can be as introspective and self-
aware as anyone, they are much more likely to be interested in what is happening around 
them, both in the natural world and in the people they encounter and those they care about. It 
is not a universal (there are no universals where people are concerned) but birders are just 
pretty much good people…good people to know…good people to spend time with.
 
Like any community, birders can be a bit insular. The world is divided into birders and non-
birders, and being a birder already goes a long way toward making you a person of interest. 
(Which is why I always tried to convince my bosses at ZEISS that I needed to be a birder first, 
and the ZEISS guy second.) Still, it is an open community…and one where the members are 
always delighted to see a new face…and always willing to nurture anyone who shows the 
remotest interest in birds. Birders are always happy to make a convert. And you would be 
surprised how common salvation stories are among birders…how many birders there are who 
will testify that birding has changed their lives and made them better people. Powerful stuff, 
and the root of all true communities. 
 
Of course, there is often a progression from bird noticer, through bird watcher, to birder as 
time goes on. Not always, but often. And lots of folks who were noticers or watchers become 
birders when they finally retire from whatever kept them too busy to bird all those years. 
 
So I am assuming that you did not pick this book up by accident. At the very least, someone 
gave it to you who suspects there might be a birder inside you. Or, you, on your own, have
begun to suspect that this whole birding thing is going to change your life. It is something you 
want to get better at. Hence:
 
The 7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight
…
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Don’t let the experts intimidate you
 
So, you have discovered birds! When it happens, however it happens, it often comes as total 
revelation. There are birds everywhere! And so many kinds! It is like some essential part of you 
was asleep and has suddenly woken up. It happens to even those who have been bird 
watchers for years. Once you actually start looking for birds, and taking satisfaction in finding 
them, it is like an explosion of awareness. And it even happens to those who have lived with 
birders for a long time already (spouse, neighbor, friend)…and have spent a significant 
amount of energy resisting being a birder) (”I like birds, but I am not one of those birders…” 
smile, smirk, little shake of the head). When I hear someone say that, I can almost always 
predict that they will, in the foreseeable future, buy their first good binoculars and sign up for 
their first birding adventure. They are hooked…they just don’t know it yet. 
 
However, we all pass through a stage, early in our birding days, when we find the expert 
birders we come in contact with more than a little intimidating. They seem to be able to 
recognize any and every bird they see…without hesitation, and often without even picking up 
their binoculars. When they do glass a bird, they either just glance at it and name it like they 
were just checking to confirm their suspicion, or they go off into esoteric discussions of 
plumage wear and feather patterns…age, sex, and molt cycles (which most often means that 
they don’t recognize the bird). And they see so many more birds than you do. While you are 
busy trying to get the Eagle on the branch in focus, they are naming half-a-dozen songbirds in 
the tree below. When you meet them on the boardwalk, after having walked the same stretch, 
you did, and they ask you what you have seen, you offer up the Yellow Warbler that was 
singing on top of the brush a hundred yards back, and they name seven species of warblers, 
two thrushes, and a snipe they have seen in the last 100 feet. They make it seem like magic. 
 
You start the day on your first official bird walk feeling excited and eager for the experience, 
and you end up feeling like a toddler among adults. 
 
It has happened to us all. You have to remember that even the most experienced and expert 
birder was once a beginner…and the best birders remember that…the best birders, in fact, 
still consider themselves beginners and always will. They may have developed birding skills, 
but there is more to learn about birds than anyone can learn in a lifetime. 
 
There are three things you can do when you are feeling intimidated by the experts in any new 
endeavor. 
 
1)you can throw up your hands, thinking “I will never get that good in a million years,” and 
essentially give up
2)you can buckle down and learn, thinking “they learned to do this, I can too…”
3)you can think, “hey I am just in this for the fun. I will learn what I learn as I learn it.” 
 
Obviously, I don’t recommend number one, and you would probably not be reading this if you 
weren’t past that already. What I think works best is a hybrid of two and three. You can set 
yourself to learn what you need to learn, and decide to have fun doing it.
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Birding is a set of skills that￼ 
can be developed. Millions of 
people have developed those 
skills and you can to, if you 
set your mind to it. What I am 
going to lay out here is the 
things I wish someone had 
pointed out to me as a 
beginning birder. I mean, 
wouldn’t it be nice if there 
were, say, a simple set of 
precepts or teachings…say 7 
precepts…7 paths…that 
would bridge the gap between 
beginner and expert…a 
simple set of exercises that 
would make you, right from 
the get-go, a better birder? 
 
I have used, and will use again 
in this book, the terms 
“seasoned birder” and “expert 
birder”. With enough time 
spent in the field birding, you 
will become a seasoned birder. 
Whether you become an expert birder is up to you. You do not even have to aspire to be an 
expert birder to enjoy and benefit from this book. It is not intended to make you an expert. All 
you have to want, is to be a better birder. 
 
I don’t, by the way, consider myself to be an expert birder…but I do hope to be a better bir
With apologies to the buddha, here is Steve Ingraham’s 7 Fold Path to Better Birding,  
Learning to name birds on sight! 
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7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight!
 
Precept 1: Don’t bother the birds!
￼
If you don’t get anything else out of this book: get this! (I will apologize in advance for this 
being a bit preachy…if you make it through this first precept, I promise the rest of the book is 
easy sailing.)
 
In the greater scheme of things, most birds do not live long lives, but they live very intense 
lives…they are busy every moment doing something that is important to their survival, and the 
survival of their species. (And, since we are already talking the greater scheme of things, what 
they are doing is often essential to our survival and the survival of our species as well.) Birds 
are rarely still. They spend most of their time foraging and hunting for food, avoiding 
predators, establishing and defending territories, courting mates, building nests and raising 
young, or just getting from one feeding area to another.￼ 
 
According some authorities, depending on the species and the season, the average bird 
spends between 40 and 75% of its time looking for food…and that time certainly accounts for 
at least two-thirds of their energy expenditure. That does not give them a lot of time or energy 
for anything else. The hummingbird, with its high metabolic rate, is an extreme example. It 
needs to consume at least half its body weight each day…feeding every 10 to 15 minutes…
just to stay alive. Hummers can starve to death on a day stormy enough to prevent feeding or 
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in the course of one cold night. In fact they have a 
special mode they go into, where basically everything 
shuts down except their heart while they weather 
storms and nights, but even so they can starve in a 
matter of hours. Even a cardinal needs at least a 
quarter of its body weight in insects and seeds each 
day…and a happy cardinal, like the hummingbird, is 
getting up to half its weight. Of course a hummingbird 
only weighs about 3 grams (as much a copper penny). 
Even a Cardinal only weighs 30 grams, but, all things 
in proportion, they each have to find a significant 
amount of food each day. A Great Blue Heron weighs 
almost 3000 grams (6 pounds) and needs at least a 
pound of fish (frogs, snails, snakes, crabs, bird’s eggs, 
or anything it can get its beak on) each day. A Bald 
Eagle can weigh up to 14 pounds (though they can be half that size) and needs about a 
pound of food a day…but they don’t eat every day. Their crops can hold up to two pounds, 
and they gorge when food is available. Chances are any bird you see in the wild is foraging, 
has just finished foraging, or is about to begin foraging. Getting food is a bird’s full-time job. 
￼
Of course birds also spend significant energy in the whole perpetuating the species thing. It 
sometimes seems that a male hummingbird, for instance, spends the majority of its time 
defending a territory (or an individual plant or feeder). Certainly the elaborate courtship 
displays of some birds (from moon-dancing Manakins to strutting Prairie Chickens to 
skydiving larks) take both time and energy. Nest building is intensive labor in season for 
almost every species (some species steal nests, and some lay eggs in other bird’s nests, but 
they are the exception rather than the rule). When there are eggs in the nest, and when birds 
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are raising young, the burden of finding food each day is even more critical (again, except for 
the few birds that are nest parasites). North American song birds lay relatively large egg 
clutches and only have about a 50% survival rate. Tropical birds lay fewer eggs but have a 
higher survival rate. That works because food is more readily available in the tropics and the 
adult birds do not have to work so hard, or go so far, to keep the young fed.￼ 
 
And, most birds are prey to just about anything 
bigger than they are…including other birds. 
Snakes climb up and eat their eggs and young. 
Raccoons raid nests. Prowling house cats 
account for thousands, perhaps hundreds-of- 
thousands, of bird deaths each year. Foxes and 
coyotes can take birds as large as a goose. 
Birds suffer from parasites that live in their nests 
and in their feathers, and avian diseases, many 
of which are spread at our bird feeders. There 
are a few climax predictors among the birds, but 
very few. All other birds spend a significant 
amount of time and energy not-getting-eaten, or 
protecting their young from being eaten. Again, 
nesting season is particularly dangerous for 
birds, as both they and their young are 
vulnerable, and every trip out to forage (or 
investigate some birder playing birds calls on his 
or her iPhone) puts both the nest and the adults at risk.￼
 
Birds also expend quite a bit of energy 
competing with each other for prime 
nesting and foraging territory. In fact, we 
are more likely to see birds while they are 
establishing and defending territory than 
at any other time. It is when they sing 
loudest, and show off most…when even 
the skulkers perch on the branch tips to 
let everyone and anyone know that “this 
place is taken already, and the rest of you 
can just shuffle off somewhere else.” If 
you could translate most bird songs and 
vocalizations they would be saying: Mine! 
Mine! Mine! (Though calls between pairs 
are as often just “I’m here. Where are 
you? Here I am.”) Studies of Great Tits in 
Europe (similar in size and behavior to 
Titmice and Chickadees in North America) 
have shown that before and during 
nesting season 75% of a male’s energy usage is related to establishing and defending 
territory, nest building, and feeding young. Fortunately foraging and defending territory are not 
mutually exclusive activities, otherwise male song birds might starve before they had a 
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chance to mate. I have already mentioned that my own observations of hummingbirds make 
me wonder how the males survive, since they seem to spend way more time keeping other 
hummers away from their food sources than they do feeding themselves. 
￼
Birds make flying look easy, but if you stop to think about it, flight requires a great deal of 
energy. Try flapping your arms for 10 minutes…or running at the speed of bird flight for five. 
Studies have shown that flight actually requires less energy than running, but more than 
swimming. Flight is more efficient because birds can cover a greater distance in less time, and 
because they can glide for relatively long distances without flapping their wings. That is most 
birds, of course. In general, the more agile a bird is, the more energy it requires to fly. A 
Chipping Sparrow, which is among the most agile of sparrows (just watch them dive and 
gyrate and flutter around a feeder), requires way more energy to stay airborne than, say, a 
woodpecker, which spends much more time gliding, even in short flights across your yard. 
Long distance migrants have to be efficient gliders…with, again, the exception of 
hummingbirds…and no one is sure how hummingbirds survive their long distance flights over 
open waters. If you have ever been in South Texas, or anywhere on the Gulf Coast of the 
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United States, during a fall out you have seen how much energy flying across the Gulf 
requires from a bird. When the wind is contrary birds literally fall-out-of-the-sky and litter the 
beaches and building lots along the coast…sometimes filling trees to point where branches 
break. The long distance migration of birds is one of miracles of life on earth, but it requires a 
lot of energy. And it is not just the muscles of birds that are adapted for flight. Studies have 
shown that both the blood chemistry and the actual cell structure, right down to the level of 
the mitochondria, are unique in the animal kingdom for their ability to deliver the most energy 
from the least fuel. Free as bird we say…but nothing in life (ours or a bird’s) is free. It takes a 
lot of energy to fly.
 
So the moral of the story is, birds are busy, all the time, doing what they have to do to survive. 
They do not have time, in their short lives, to put up with our non-sense…or to make room for 
our desire to see them. When our activities prevent a bird from going about its business, then 
we are bothering it. Don’t do that!
 
Still, this is a book about becoming a better birder, and birders, by definition, want to see 
birds. So what is okay, and what is not?
 
1)pishing? Pishing is the sound we make when we want to imitate a mixed flock of mobbing 
birds. Lets unpack that. Mobbing is when a group of songbirds gather, flying rapidly 
around a potential predator, or some other threatening intruder to their territory, making all 
sorts of racket…calls, whistles, shrieks, squeaks, and chatter. The theory is that the noise 
and the motion of the birds confuses and disturbs the predator or intruder, to the point 
where it is just not worth the aggravation, and they decide to go elsewhere…anywhere to 
get a bit of peace. When evolutionary scientists attempt to explain how this behavior 
developed, they generally point out that there is safety in numbers for the birds…that each 
bird is less likely to become prey, and so more likely to survive, as one of the mob, than it 
is on its own. Of course, in this as in so much else, we really have no idea why birds mob 
cats and hawks (and sometimes birders). They just do. A birder can sometimes call in a 
mixed flock of birds by imitating the calls, whistles, shrieks, squeaks, and chatter of a 
mob. There are various methods involving tongue clucks, pursed lips, or noisily kissing the 
back of your hand. There is even the famous Audubon Bird Call which is two pieces of 
wood that you rotate to make a high pitched squeak (I have one in a drawer somewhere…
most birders do). Basically you just want to make a racket, something like a group of 
excited birds. If you have never tried it, you will be surprised at how effective it can be, 
once you do. It just magically draws the birds out of the brush and brings them in close 
enough to see. Of course they are excited, active, moving as they would to confuse a 
predator, so they are often not easy to see, and certainly difficult to get your binoculars on. 
Nothing in life is free. And again it is not free for the birds either. The time they spend 
circling you, and trying to drive you away, is time they are not foraging, not building nests, 
not tending young. Is that okay? Certainly during nesting season and during migration the 
birds might not be able to afford the distraction…and that is something you should 
seriously consider before pishing up a storm in the forest.
2)playback of calls and songs? You should already have a sense of where this might be 
going. You will not be in the field long before you meet a birder, often a professional bird 
guide or someone seasoned enough to be leading a field trip or outing, who is equipped 
with an iPhone (or equivalent) and a portable speaker to play back the vocalizations of the 
target birds for the day…especially the shyer birds that might otherwise be very hard to 
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see. Both male and female birds will come to investigate a potential rival (or a potential 
mate) that unexpectedly appears on their territory. Or you will hear an better birder imitate 
the call of a screech owl or other predator to initiate mobbing behavior as discussed 
above. If you are a trip leader and have a group of birders counting on you to deliver a 
particular species on any given day, then sometimes playback is the only way to do it…
and, to be fair, playback might be less disruptive to the birds than plowing through the 
habitat often and deep enough to see them without playback. (Recent experience with 
bird guides in popular overseas destinations also has me wondering if the bird tourism 
dollars, which depend on the guides being able to show birders the birds they want to 
see, and which support both the local economy and bird conservation efforts might, at 
least in part, make up for the disturbance to individual birds that respond to a recording. 
Wondering.) Playback or imitation of calls and songs is illegal in the US in National Parks 
and at least some National Wildlife Refuges, and in some State Refuges, and is against 
the rules on Nature Conservancy properties. The National Audubon Society and the 
American Birding Association have conservative guidelines on when and how playback is 
appropriate. As above, in my opinion it is never a good idea, anywhere, during nesting 
season or migration when the birds are already highly stressed, or to call in vagrant 
birds…rare birds that are well out of their normal territories and already struggling to 
survive. 
3)pursuit? Again, it is embarrassing to me to see how often a seasoned birder, especially 
one in charge of a group, will pursue a bird from bush to bush or tree to tree (or 
sometimes hill top to hill top) trying to get a good view for everyone in the group…or, as 
often as not, for that one person in the group who did not see the bird when it was in plain 
sight. The bird is actively fleeing…trying to get away…often moving deeper and deeper 
into cover, and still the birders are on its trail. In my humble opinion, that is not okay! 
Never okay. If a bird is aware of you and moving away, then any attempt to chase it down 
is the very definition of bothering the bird.
4)pushing in…getting close enough for a portrait with your camera (or you iPhone)? There 
are, of course, some truly considerate and conscientious camera birders, and bird 
photographers, out there…but the sad truth is that when you see someone pointing a 
camera at a bird it is often a cause for concern. Photographers who are photographers 
first and birders second are particularly likely to try to get too close to the bird…close 
enough to disrupt whatever the bird is trying to do…and phone camera toting bird tourists 
are the worst. They sometimes seem to think that they have a right to overcome the limits 
of their equipment by walking right up to the birds. They don’t often succeed…the birds 
almost always fly off…which is bothersome for the bird and disappointing to the birders 
and photographers who were trying to see and photograph the bird from a respectable 
distance. Please, please, do not be that person! 
5)patience and consideration. Always! Try not to be despite to see any bird. Try to take the 
birds as they come, when the come…even when you have traveled miles to be where they 
might be. “I’d like to see that bird” is far different that “I have to see that bird, at any cost.” 
You will, in the long run, see more birds if you don’t bother the birds than you will if you 
do…if only because both you and the birds are both likely to live longer, happier lives. 
 
So take it easy. Learn to really enjoy the beauty of every bird you see. And that is all there is to 
Precept One of the 7 Fold Path to Better Birding.
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Sentinel 
 
A single crow flops into the
top of a tree in the neighbors’
yard, and sits cawing and
stretching the way they do
when on alert...something
doing in the neighborhood,
here just before sunup...
a cat for fox or hawk or
owl...or who knows what
engages the attention of 
a crow. Something worth
a look and a caw or two...
something moving since 
the crow is soon off to 
follow. It is good to have
sentinels...but one could
wish they would be more
forthcoming about what
exactly the alarm is. After
all, it might be something
worth seeing myself. 
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The 7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight!
 
Precept 2
 
Ears before eyes, eyes before binoculars. 
 
Ears before eyes:
Birds are noisy. They are often singing, calling, squawking, making some kind of vocalization. 
Vocalizations, according to those who study such things, are known to be used to hold 
territory, to attract mates, and to keep mates or the the flock together. As I said before, if you 
could translate bird songs and calls they would be pretty simple: “See me! What a fine mate I 
will make!” or the closely related “See me! Don’t mess with me!”. Then there are lots of “Mine! 
Mine! Mine” calls. And back and forth calls; “I’m here. Where are you? Here I am? Where are 
you?” Baby birds have “Feed me” calls. All birds have alarm calls, which you will hear if you 
get too close, or if you come up on a mixed flock mobing an intruder. The fact that we often 
find those songs and calls beautiful, musical, or at least enjoyable says more about us than it 
says about birds. 
 
Even when birds are not singing or calling, if they are moving, they are generally making 
noise…whether it is flap and slap or buzz and whistle of wings in the air, or the rustle of leaves 
and the click of branches, or the swish of grasses or the ripple of water as they move, the 
sounds a bird makes will most often alert you to its presence before you see it.￼
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The first skill you need to develop as a better birder is to grow big ears, and always be 
listening for any noise that might be a bird. When you hear something of interest, before you 
attempt to find it with your eyes, rotate your head and your ears like a radar dish a few times 
and try to locate the general area where the sound is coming from with your stereo hearing. 
Both Bats and owls do this really well, of course, being able to locate prey by sound alone 
even in the dark. Bat ears might be a bit much to grow, but you can use the tricks of the owl 
to better locate sounds. As above, rotate your head and listen as the intensity of the sound 
changes until you are looking right at the source. Try tipping your head to one side so one ear 
is higher than the other. That gives another dimension to your acoustic space. Better birders 
are scary good at this. They can sort a bird call out of a hurricane in dense forest…and they 
can tell you the exact direction and level where the bird might be. It is matter of practice, and 
if you begin by consciously trusting your ears before your eyes, you will get the hang of it 
sooner rather than later.
 
I am not talking here about being able to recognize and name bird songs and calls. That is a 
whole other set of skills. I have never learned to bird by ear, though I have attempted to learn 
bird songs and calls many times. It just won’t stick, but that is me, and you are you. If you 
have the kind of mind that retains bird sounds, then they can be an immense aid in 
recognizing birds. I won’t be saying much about that whole aspect of birding, since I am 
almost exclusively a visual birder. There are resources that might help, and I will put them in 
the on-line annex. 
 
Eyes before binoculars:￼
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Once you have determined about were the bird might be, do not, I repeat, do not, pick up 
your binoculars. Find the bird with your eyes first. The average birding binoculars (and more 
on what a birding binocular might be at the end of this precept) has a field of view of about 6 
degrees. That can be a fairly large circle of vision at great distances, but close in it is like 
looking through a soda straw. Our naked eyes have a field of view of over 180 degrees…half a 
full circle in front of us. Surely a teacher somewhere back in your past had you do the thing 
where you hold your arms out in front of you, thumbs up, and then swing both arms back,￼ 
keeping your eyes straight ahead, until you can 
no longer see your thumbs. If you move your 
thumbs, most people can actually see them 
slightly more than 180 degrees apart…or 
behind the plane of your eyes…almost behind 
you. Here’s the thing. Those who know (or at 
least who have studied) say that our area of 
focused attention (when we are not playing 
games with our thumbs) is more like 30 to 60 
degrees…that is the cone in front of us where 
our awareness is centered. 30 to 60 degrees is 
still way more than 6 degrees, and it should be 
clear that if you can not find the bird in 180 
degree field of view of your naked eyes, or 
even in your 30 to 60 degree field of focused 
attention, then you are not going to find it in the 
soda straw field of view of your binoculars. 
Really big circle. Big circle. Tiny circle. Which 
one is easer to get around the bird? 
 
So, find the bird first with your naked eye. Get 
on that bird like an English Setter pointing. 
Lean into it and lock your eyes.￼ 
 
Binoculars:
Once you have located the bird with your eyes, 
bring your binoculars up. More new birders are 
defeated by binoculars than are defeated by 
feather wear patterns and variable species. 
They give up on birding because they can never 
get their binoculars on bird and the bird in focus 
before it flies away. There is a trick to it. 
Remember, if you ever did any batting practice 
(or golfing for that matter), how they told you to 
keep your eye on the ball. It is the same 
principle with birds and binoculars. Keep your 
eye on the bird, like that English Setter, then 
just bring your binoculars up in front of your 
eyes. If the image is not sharp where you 
thought the bird was, then use the focus wheel 
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to bring it into focus, but do not move the binoculars, or your eyes. Focus can be tricky at 
first. You have to learn which direction to turn the focus wheel in to move toward correct 
focus for the bird…there are only two choices, but unfortunately all binoculars do not focus in 
the same direction. You will have to experiment with yours. Every time you bring your 
binoculars up to your eyes, chances are pretty good (50/50) that you will start out going the 
wrong direction, but if you will quickly learn to correct yourself, and eventually focus direction 
will become instinctive. When focusing, turn the focus toward the bird, go just slightly past 
where the bird looks sharpest, and them back up to perfect focus. Do not rock the focus 
wheel back and forth over the 
focus point trying for a shaper 
image￼ that is just not there. That 
way lies madness…and, very 
quickly, tired eyes.  If you do not 
see the bird when you first bring 
the binoculars up, even after 
focus, then do not start hunting 
around through the binoculars. 
Remember, soda-straw-view…not 
easy! Lower the binoculars, find 
the bird again with your naked 
eye, then bring the binos back up 
in front of your eyes and parallel 
with your line of sight. You have 
already focused on the right area, 
hopefully, on your first try, and the 
bird should now be right there in 
the center of the field. This is a 
skill you can, and should, practice 
in your back yard (or even living room) while you can not be out in the field. Pick a flower, a 
bright leaf, a doorknob, anything bird sized and do the keep your eye on the bird exercise until 
you find what you are lookin for with the binoculars every time. Pick objects at different 
distances to practice focusing quickly. Pick objects that are partially obscured (inside, try 
objects you can see through the door in the next room). With just a bit of practice, using 
binoculars will become almost instinctive…like the binos are just a natural extension of your 
eyes. 
 
So that is the gist of the second Path to Better Birding. Ears before eyes, eyes before 
binoculars.
 
                                                               …
 
While we are talking binoculars though, let us take a little deeper look at bird friendly 
binoculars. (If you already own birding binoculars you can skip right over this…unless of 
course you are willing to take the chance of discovering that you might maybe still need (or 
want) better binoculars.) 
 
You can certainly enjoy birds and birding without any binoculars at all…but the close up, 
bright, sharp, incredibly detailed view that good binoculars will provide of the birds you 
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encounter is, for most of us, a pleasure in and of itself. Sure, a good view helps you to 
recognize the bird, but birds are just beautiful…even the little brown jobs are such a rich feast 
of texture and detail that it makes the eye happy, and you only have to get one great look at a 
Painted Bunting or a tropical tanager, or any of the Macaws, or the iridescent wonder of a 
hummingbird’s gorget to want more…and more again. The best birding binoculars provide 
what I call a bird in the hand view. Tool makers and users that we are, our eyes are sharpest 
at arms’ length. Great binoculars bring birds in that close. Binoculars are great if the bird is 
within a hundred yards (the closer the better), beyond that you will need a spotting scope 
(terrestrial telescope) for the bird-in-the-hand view…but you will use your binoculars 10 times 
as much as you will use a spotting scope…so get the best binoculars you can afford before 
you start to worry about a scope.
 
As I mentioned in the introduction, just because an object looks like a binocular does not 
mean that it is one. There are a lot of binocular shaped objects (BSOs) on the market. Birding 
binoculars are like musical instruments in that way, lots of guitar or violin shaped objects on 
the market…and in one important other. As a beginning musician you do not what a cheap 
instrument, you want the best instrument you can afford…because a cheap, inadequate 
instrument (a violin shaped object) is just going to make learning music and playing technique 
that much more difficult. You will spend time overcoming the limits of the instrument rather 
than learning to play well and with joy. (And it will not be nearly as much fun either.) Again, 
probably more beginning musicians are defeated by inferior instruments than they are by the 
intricacies of musical theory. As a beginner you need the best binoculars you can afford. Don’t 
make birding harder than it has to be. Invest in good optics…invest in bird friendly binoculars. 
￼
I am going to be bold here and start out by saying that you are probably going to want roof-
prism binoculars. Roof-prism binos are the ones that have two straight tubes connected by a 
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hinge, with internal focus, and the focus knob at the top (or rarely, bottom) of the hinge…
shaped kind of like the letter “H.” The other kind of binoculars are porro-prism binoculars…
two dog-leg shaped tubes with external focus and the focus wheel between the eyepieces…
the kind shaped a little like two Zs on their side and back to back. Roof-prism binoculars are 
more difficult to make and are therefore just a bit more expensive than porro-prism binoculars 
of equal quality, but, because they have internal focus, they can be made waterproof (or at 
least water-resistant)…and that is a real advantage in optics that need to go everywhere with 
you, rain or shine. Most people also find roofs more comfortable to hold up to their eyes. And, 
fact is, most porro-prism binoculars are in the BSO class. They are made to be inexpensive 
and disposable: cheap. You will find them in blister packs on the end-caps of big-box and 
hunting shops. Almost no one makes a bird friendly porro-prism binocular, so, for better or 
worse, you are probably looking at roof-prism binoculars.
 
Second bold assertion: you will want 8 power binoculars…binoculars that bring the bird 8 
times closer or make it 8 times larger. Binoculars come in all different sizes and powers. The 
power and size are given by a set of numbers: 8x25, 8x32, 8x42, etc. Power is “8” in 8x42 
binoculars. 8 power is a good balance between a wide field of view (bigger soda straw) which 
makes finding birds and keeping them in view easier, and a close view, which provides 
enough detail to satisfy the eye and make recognition easier. Binoculars also magnify every 
motion of your body…every twitch and muscle tremor, which can make keeping the bird in 
view and steady enough to see the detail, as above, much more difficult. 8x binoculars are 
relatively easy to hold still. 
 
Now you might think that if 8x binoculars are good, then 10x has to be better…right? I mean, 
they would bring the bird 10 times closer, and surely that is a good thing. Unfortunately the 
more power a binocular has, the narrower the field of view (smaller the soda straw), and the 
harder it is to hold the image steady enough to enjoy it. Most birders, even advanced birders, 
prefer 8x binoculars for most birding.
 
Even among 8x binoculars the field of view varies from narrow to wide to extra wide 
depending on the design of the binoculars. You want the widest field of view (again biggest 
soda straw) you can get…consistent with enough eye-relief to actually see the full field. Just 
to confuse matters, the field of view is specified by an arcane feet at 1000 yards formula (or 
meters at 1000 meters). Suffice it to say that for an 8x binocular an ultra-wide field of view will 
be specified as between, say 390 and 450 feet at 1000 yards (or 130 to 150 meters at 1000 
meters). A wide field will be specified as between 330 and 390 feet at 1000 yards (110 to 130 
meters at 1000 meters). A field of view under 300 feet at 1000 yards (100 meters at 1000 
meters) would, in my opinion be a narrow field of view, and not bird friendly. The second half 
of this field thing is eye-relief. Eye-relief is the distance your eye has to be behind the lens you 
look through (eyepiece or ocular) in order for you to see the full field (the whole soda straw, 
small as it already is). This is especially critical for eye-glass wearers who can only get just so 
close to the binoculars before they run into their glasses. Unfortunately, it requires 
sophisticated optical design to provide both a wild field and long eye-relief. When you see an 
inexpensive binocular (often a porro-prism) advertised as wide field, be sure to find out how 
much eye-relief it has. Birders who do not wear spectacles can get away with about 12mm of 
eye-relief and be comfortable. Birders who wear eye-glasses will need at least 18, and 20 will 
be better. And even birders who do not wear glasses are generally more comfortable with 
longer eye-relief binoculars.
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The second consideration for the birder has to be how close the binoculars focus. For a really 
eye-popping view of a small bird, even with 8 power binoculars, you have to be within a 
dozen feet. Many￼ binoculars, even some pretty good ones, do not focus closer than 20 feet. 
In woodland and brush birding, the birds will often be closer than that. (This is another quality 
where porro-prism binoculars almost always fall short.) Bird friendly binoculars focus as close 
as 6 feet.
 
The other number in a binocular specification, the 42 in 8x42 binoculars, is the size of the big 
lens that faces the bird (the objective lens, and 42mm is it diagonal). The bigger the number, 
the brighter the binoculars well be…that is the more light they will deliver to the eye…and the 
larger and heavier the binoculars will be. As well as being tool makers and users, we are 
diurnal creatures…our eyes are adapted for daylight, and up to blinding-bright, the more light 
our eye gets, the more detail, and especially color detail, we can see. Think of what happens 
at dusk. The first thing to go is color…everything fades to shades of grey. The objective lens  
in binoculars is always larger than the pupil of our eye, so it acts like a funnel, to feed more 
light to the sensors in the eye. This can be critical as light levels fall. Even small, pocket-sized 
8x25 binoculars can extend our color vision well into twilight. Full sized 8x42 binoculars have 
a funnel lens almost twice as large as 8x25 and feed almost 3 times as much light to our eyes. 
42mm binoculars will let us see color well after sunset, right into relative darkness. 
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Think of it this way: a 42mm binocular is like shining a 75 watt spotlight on your bird…enough 
to give you a good view at a fair distance, and even in relative darkness. A 32mm binocular is 
like a 40 watt spotlight, and a 25mm binocular is like a 15 watt spotlight…not much, but 
certainly brighter than your naked eye view.
 
I should mention that darkness is not the sole providence of night. It is also dark under heavy 
canopy…whether it is the close canopy of a pine forest, or the high canopy of the rain 
forest…and in the deep shadows, even on sunny day. Larger binoculars will deliver a brighter 
image in deep cover, and draw more detail out of the shadows than smaller binoculars. 
 
Is there any advantage then to going even bigger than 42mm…to say 50 or 56mm? Not for 
birding. 42mm binoculars already deliver all the light the eye can use, in anything but 
complete darkness. And binoculars with 50 or 56mm lenses are almost never bird friendly…
they do not focus closely enough and they do not have wide fields of view. And they are very 
heavy to carry all day in the field.
 
The size of the objective lens also effects the resolution of the binocular…or the amount of 
detail it delivers to the eye, but even 25mm binoculars already deliver more detail than the eye 
is callable of processing. The only time you might seem to see a difference is when trying to 
see birds at a great distance, where larger binoculars might have a slight edge.
 
But of course, 8x42 binoculars will be three times as large and very likely over twice as heavy 
as 8x25s. I always say, the best binoculars in the world are the ones you have with you when 
you see the bird. (Actually I generally say it about cameras, but it applies equally well to 
binoculars.) It comes down to choices. How much binocular are you willing to pack and to 
carry all day. An 8x42 binocular is the fail-safe choice. It will give you the best view in the 
widest range of conditions, always. An 8x32 binocular will give you a satisfying view 95% or 
more of the time, well into dusk…but it will be a lot lighter and easier to pack and carry. An 
8x25 binocular will begin to show its limits as soon as the sun is down, but will still be 
satisfying over 80% of the time, and it will fit in a large jacket or vest pocket, and you will be 
able to wear it like jewelry, all day, wherever you go and whatever you are doing. 
 
So choices. There is no right or wrong choice when it comes to size. Get the largest (bird 
friendly) binoculars you think you will be willing to carry often enough to make a difference.
 
Then there is the issue of optical quality. Binocular shaped objects (BSOs) might have plastic 
lenses, or very simple glass lenses, which simply will never produce the kind of sharply 
focused, high contrast, detailed image of the bird that you are after. Mechanical quality is 
another issue. BSOs will certainly have plastic bodies and barely functional mechanics. It 
order to be useful, you have to be able to focus the binoculars, adjust the eyecups, etc. 
Moving parts. They either move smoothly and well or they do not. And the binocular body as 
to be strong enough to keep all the lenses mounted in it properly in their places and pointing 
the same direction. BSOs are often out of alignment when purchased. The images from the 
two sets of lenses do not perfectly overlap, which will cause both eye and brain srain. And 
they will only get worse over time. And time will pass. You want your binoculars to survive use 
in the field…they need to be rugged enough so you can carry and use them without fear of 
damaging them with any little bump…and, ideally, they should be water-resistant enough to 
survive a sudden rain shower (or even fully waterproof to survive the occasional accidental 
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dunking or cloud-burst). If you bird as much as you should, if you want to become a better 
birder, you, and your binoculars, are going to get wet. I promise. 
 
Finally, how the binoculars feel in your hands and fit your face (and life-style) is important as 
well. You are going to have to hold these things up in front of your eyes, in your hands, for a 
significant amount of time on each outing. Weight matters of course, but so does balance and 
the way your hands warp around the binoculars. You will have to focus almost continuously. 
You need a focus wheel that is smooth and precise, of course…but it should also fall naturally 
under the fingers you to choose to focus with. And, binoculars need to be easy to look 
through. You don’t want to have to fight the binoculars every time you put them up to your 
eyes. These are what we call soft values…things you can only find out by having the 
binoculars in your hands, or, sometimes by reading thoughtful reviews. The life-style aspect 
can be important too. Your binoculars, though they should not, do make a statement about 
you and how committed you are to birding. When you read about the Super-premium bird 
friendly binoculars below you should know that, while they will not, all by themselves, make 
you a better birder, they will certainly make you look like a better birder to most of the other 
birders you meet. And quality binoculars, like any precision instrument, are a pleasure to hold 
and to look at. If you don’t like the way your binoculars look or feel, you will not use them 
enough to become a better birder.
 
You might be asking, by now, just how much bird friendly binoculars are going to set you 
back. I spent over 20 years testing, designing, and marketing birding optics so what I say here 
is the result of some serious study. 
 
The way I see it, Bird Friendly binoculars come in three classes. This system has the 
advantage of not assigning absolute prices. Binocular prices will increase over time, but the 
relationship between these three classes is unlikely to. 
 
	Super Premium Binoculars (SPBs) from the top three makers: Always the most expensive.

	Premium Binoculars (PBs) from those makers and wider range of other manufacturers at 

about one half the price of the SPBs.
	Value Premium Binoculars (VPBs) at, again, half the price of the PBs and one quarter the 

price of the SPBs. These are available from one of the top three makers and from a a few 
other manufactures. 
 
If you go below one quarter of the price of the best, then you are no longer in Premium 
territory. Either the binoculars in this price category are from off brands, in which case you 
might or might not get what you pay for, or they are from the makers of PBs and VPBs but 
make no pretense to being premium in any way. These are mostly disposable, casual use, 
binoculars…fit to adorn a drawer or closet…and to be pulled out for the occasional outing…
but not for day in, day out, birding. 
 
Let’s start at the top and work down. The absolute best birding binoculars are, without any 
doubt or hesitation, the ones designed specifically for birding by one of three optics 
companies: Leica, Zeiss, and Swarovski (two German and one Austrian). I call them, as 
above, Super-Premium Birding Binoculars. They offer the crispest, clearest, most esthetically 
pleasing view of the bird possible (superior optical design and quality), wide to ultra-wide 
fields of view, close focus (mostly to 6 feet or under), smooth reliable mechanics, bullet-proof 
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construction, waterproof bodies, exceptional balance and feel in the hands. They were 
designed by birders (or in consultation with birders) for birding. Part of what makes them 
special, the most important part, is that they are essentially hand made, one at a time, by 
teams of skilled craftspeople. Each one is, if not a work of art, at least a work of high craft. 
They are a once in a lifetime purchase (or should be…however there are people who upgrade 
even at this level whenever a new model…often from a competing brand to the one they 
currently own…hits the market.) These binoculars are already so refined, and so close to the 
best that it is physically possible to design and build, that any future improvement is going to 
minuscule (barring some unforeseen advance in optical technology). These binoculars are 
instantly recognizable by any serious birder, and, with most, will give the impression that you 
are dead serious about birding. At this level you get what you pay for, but you also pay, and 
maybe pay a premium, for what you get. 
 
A few other optical companies have attempted to break into the Super Premium market over 
the past decades, but without success. It is not that these companies don’t know how to 
design and make high quality optics…they simply do not understand, or are not willing to 
invest in, the kind of hand craftsmanship that is required…and sometimes, they just do not 
know what it is that makes the view through SPBs special. It is not something you can 
measure in numbers or compute in design. It is a matter of what educated eyes see when 
they look through the binoculars. 
 
At the SPB class there is no clear winner…they are all excellent, all a joy to use and to own. 
Look at and through all three. Pick the one that gives you the most pleasure.
 
At about half the price of the SPBs you have Premium binoculars…only a few models in 
fact…not nearly as many as you would expect (or as birders deserve). Only one of the top 
three makers (ZEISS) produces a serious contender here…and then there are several others 
from more consumer driven optics companies if you know exactly what you are looking for. 
These binoculars were generally designed with birding in mind, but not specifically for birding. 
They are, in my studied opinion, the sweet spot in the optics market. They represent the 
highest performance to price ratio. For half the price of the SPBs, you get between 90 and 
95% of the overall experience of the SPBs: crisp, clear image, relatively wide field of view, 
close focus, reliable mechanics, solid construction, waterproof bodies, and good balance and 
feel in the hands. These binoculars are good enough so that, while you might eventually want 
better (as in more expensive) binoculars, you will never need better binoculars. They don’t 
have the instant recognition factor that earns you points with many serious birders, but they 
are so good, and so affordable compared to the SPBs, that the most in the know birders will 
respect your choice. 
 
Today, for a quarter of the price of an SPB, you can get what I have called the Value Premium 
Binocular. This glass will not be as rugged as the PBs, and it will not have quite as good a 
view (though it should have a similar field of view and close focus). The difference will be 
subtle and hard to define. The PBs will just look a bit brighter and a bit crisper, and they will 
just feel a bit more solid. Will that make any difference in your ability to recognize birds in the 
field? No. None at all. Will it make a difference in your enjoyment of your time in the field…well 
there it totally depends on you. It just might. Enough of difference to justify paying twice as 
much? Again, that is totally up to you. Binoculars in this class will be good enough for day in 
and day out birding for many years to come. 
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Okay, a final word to the wise. Though you will never actually need the most expensive SPBs, 
chances are if you stick with this birding thing, and actually become a better birder, you will, 
almost certainly, own them someday (or an even more expensive long lens camera rig). The 
irony is that the better you are as a birder, the more birds you can recognize by sight, even 
before picking your binoculars up, the less you will actually need, and even use, your 
expensive glasses. However, there is no denying that there is nothing to match the view of 
birds, the pleasure of the view of birds, that SPBs can give you. The thing we have the least of 
in life is the same for all of us. Time. And the time to do what we love to do is, most often, the 
most limited. Eventually you own the equipment that makes the most of the time you have to 
bird. It just makes sense.
 
                                                                 …
 
What about Camera Birding?
Every birder should own the best binoculars he or she can afford, but there is another way to 
bird that relies much less on a good binocular view. Camera birding is a growing trend, 
especially among younger birders and the social media savvy (or perhaps the social media 
dependent?). There are, of course, some camera birders who are the shoot first and ask 
questions later kind of birders. They don’t need to know the name of the bird until they are 
ready to post the photo, and they may rely on the recognition skills of others in their social 
media sphere, or even artificial intelligence of one kind or another to supply the name. And 
that is it…that is all they need. They are not, by my definition, better birders, or at least the 
better birders you want to be. However there is noting to say that their process, if they spend 
enough time at it, will not make them better birders. 
 
Along those lines you have camera birders who use their cameras in much the same way 
others use binoculars…except they snap a photo of the bird and then enlarge it on the 
camera view screen where they can study it, before naming it, or, better yet, to confirm their 
first impression. They rely on the same kind of bird recognition skills as the binocular birder, 
and use the camera for confirmation.￼￼ 
 
Both of these kinds of camera birders are very likely to be active in the social media birding 
groups. It used to be that a young or beginning birder was lucky to find a small group of local 
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birders who were willing to help with the learning process…today the virtual birding 
community is huge…spanning the globe…and available to anyone with an internet 
connection. 
 
Clearly if you want to try camera birding, you will need a telephoto lens that gives you a view 
similar to what you would see through binoculars, at least when viewing the image on the 
camera’s view screen. That means at least at 300mm lens (or its equivalent), 600 is much 
better. 300-600m lenses are not inexpensive, and they are not small and light. You could by 
very fine binoculars for what a camera and telephoto lens will cost you, and the binoculars will 
be easier to carry. However, the camera will permanently fix your memory of the bird in digital 
form, and might help with your study in a way the binoculars never will. An alternative to the 
expense and weight of a full sized camera, is one of the wide range of inexpensive Point and 
Shoot Super Zoom cameras with long telephoto zooms (often reaching 1600 to 2000mm 
equivalent, or as much magnification as birding binoculars). These cameras, once a growing 
segment of the market, use a small sensor to shrink the size of the lens down to manageable 
size. However, the improvement in phone cameras, and their ubiquitous presence, has limited 
the number of new Super Zooms reaching the market. You can still buy them, but they might 
be models introduced several years ago and not recently updated. Today the best and newest 
Super Zooms use larger sensors, have shorter lenses (600mm equivalent), and cost a lot 
more. Still, a Super Zoom might be the way to go for the camera birder…and they certainly 
make a great addition to any birders’ field kit. 
 
Cameras and the internet are changing the birding landscape in many unexpected ways even 
as I write this…and we traditional birders should be ready to embrace the change. It will make 
more birders in the long run, and more birders is always a good thing. If you think camera 
birding might suit you, it does not change the content of this path at all. It is still ears before 
eyes, it is just eyes before camera now.
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The Seven Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight!
 
Precept 3: Bird a lot…24/7/365￼
 
You don’t get good at anything unless you put in the 
time. My wife is a piano teacher and she tells her 
students that if they will practice 15 minutes a day, they 
will make enough progress to make playing the piano 
fun in no time at all. I always tell people that you can 
learn anything you want to if you are willing to give it 15 
minutes a day…a new language, photography…
wordpress…knitting…genealogy…whatever you want or 
need to learn…and, of course, giving it more time just 
makes you progress even faster. You don’t even need a 
solid 15 minutes of practice time. Five minutes, three 
times a day, is just as effective as a 15 minute block…an 
hour of practice in 5 minute blocks over 24 hours will 
make you a better birder sooner than you might expect. 
This is not my opinion. Folks who study such stuff, have 
come to this conclusion over years of study.
 
And birding is easy to learn, because your practice is (or should be) fun. 
 
One thing you will quickly notice about birders is that many of them are never off. It sounds 
like a joke, but they really do seem to bird 24/7/365. If they are outside you can not hold a 
conversation with them for more than five minutes before they stop to look at a bird, often in 
the middle of a sentence…often in the middle of sentence of their own. Birders call out the 
birds they see out the window of moving cars (even when driving) and on the runways at 
airports. (Riding in a car with a birder driving is risky at best…and can be downright exciting! I 
would not want to fly with a birding pilot.) I once had a plan to produce a tee-shirt that said, 
“Never not birding!” I am sure it would have been a big seller. (May do it yet!)￼
 
While you might not aspire to bird 24/7/365, or even to be 
that kind of birder you will become a better birder if you bird 
a lot.
 
First of all, your binoculars should live by a window 
overlooking the birdiest view from your home…whether it is 
a back deck or balcony with feeders, the backyard feeding 
station, or your goldfish pond. When I used to work for an 
optics company I used to make a joke out of this and tell 
beginning birders that they needed binoculars for each 
window in their home, but at any rate, keep your binoculars 
handy and look out the window whenever you pass. And pick up the binoculars and give 
whatever is out there a good look.
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Whenever you go outside, take your binoculars with 
you. It does not matter where you are going or what 
you are doing. Checking the mail box? Binoculars.￼￼￼ 
Walking the dog?￼ Binoculars. Taking out the 
recycling? Binoculars. You know that seat beside the 
driver’s seat in the car where your spouse used to 
sit…that is now where your binoculars and field 
guides ride. (Or if you spouse insists, he or she can 
hold your binoculars as you drive.) Going out to 
errand around town? Binoculars! (I saw my first 
Gyrfalcon from the Walmart parking lot on a dog-food 
run.) Waste no opportunity. It is even possible to study the House Sparrows and the 
occasional seagull while pumping gas. 
 
And you will know you are a true birder when you can eat at Burger King or MacDonalds and 
bird out the window at the same time. Those things that came with the binoculars in the box 
that kind of cover the lenses you look through…generally called rain-guards…no…those are 
mustard and crumb guards (as any birder will tell you). 
 
Waste no opportunity to bird.
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And make opportunities. Once a week, once 
every other week at least, visit a birdy place:
 
National Wildlife Refuges: Not all Refuges were￼ 
set aside primarily for birds, few were, and even 
fewer (almost none) were set aside for song-birds, 
but every Refuge is home or host to a wide variety 
of bird species. I you have a National Wildlife 
Refuge anywhere near you, make it a destination 
often. Even if you only have an hour for a short 
walk, a Refuge is a great place to spend it. If the 
Refuge is further away, make it a day trip. If there 
is a tour loop designed for visiting cars to take 
you back into the Refuge, drive it…not just once 
but several times during the day. Stop at 
overlooks and trailheads. Spend time, at least 15 
minutes to half an hour, at the overlooks, and hike 
the shorter trails. Get to know what birds are using the refuge during each season.￼ 
 
While I am talking about National 
Wildlife Refuges, every birder, from 
beginner to expert, should be buying 
a Federal Duck Stamp each year. 
Duck and Game Bird hunters are 
required by law to purchase one to 
hunt on Federal land, but the funds 
collected by the stamp are used to 
purchase habitat for, and fund 
conservation of, all kinds of 
migratory and resident bird life. It is 
a simple, direct way to support bird 
conservation, and, as a bonus, it will 
give you free admission to the tour 
loops at many Refuges. States will 
often have their own stamps, which I 
also recommend. (And, closely 
related, If you know a duck hunter, 
you might want to thank them. 
Ducks Unlimited, the organization of 
duck hunters, has purchased, 
improved, and conserved more bird habitat in past few generations than any other group. 
They put us birders to shame by putting their money where their passion is in a way that 
makes difference for birds of all kinds.) 
 
Audubon or Nature Conversancy Sanctuary: You will find Sanctuaries scattered across the 
country. Every major urban center will have several in or adjacent…simply because of the 
concentration of birders and conservation minded people there. Some will have a visitor 
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center where you can get information on the birds you are likely to see there, and they will 
generally have trails, boardwalks, and observation platforms that make birding easy. 
 
State and County Game Reserves: Most States and some Counties have set aside lands for 
game hunting. They are not safe places to bird during hunting season, but the rest of the year 
they are full of birds. Trails are likely to be more primitive (or totally absent), but the habitat is 
often great for birding.
 
Parks and Cemeteries: Both migrant and resident birds see parks as islands of welcoming 
habitat. Cemeteries, often with mature trees and plantings are also attractive. If you can’t get 
to your local Refuge or Sanctuary, get to the park or go walk the roads and paths of the 
cemetery. (It should go without saying, but be respectful of other visitors, and stay off the 
graves, no matter how much you want a better look at that Varied Thrush.)
 
Lake, Marsh, Pond, Beach: Water attracts birds. Not only waders (like herons or egrets) and 
waterfowl (ducks, etc.), but also song-birds of all kinds, and many lakes, ponds, and beaches 
will have good public access. Marshes are more difficult to access but birding around the 
edges is often best anyway, and where the local birding and conservation community has 
been most active, there might be boardwalks. Again, should go without saying, but stay on 
paths, and especially on boardwalks, to protect sensitive habitat.
 
Sewer ponds: Water! The birds do not care if it is a freshwater pond or a recycled settlement 
pond. It is still water to them. Beginning almost a generation ago, water departments became 
aware of the benefits of letting their settlement ponds go wild…and even began to seed the 
ponds with native water plants, and plant native species around the edges. This soon turned 
into excellent bird habitat, which attracted birders, which encouraged the water departments 
to build trails along the dikes and berms and, in some cases, even to put in observation 
platforms and towers. The Sweetwater Treatment Plant in Tucson, Arizona was a pioneer in 
this effort, but their success has been replicated all across the country. So, yes, get ye to the 
sewer plant. 
 
Dumps: Last but not least (well, actually, probably last and least). Dumps attract all kinds of 
scavenging birds, from crows and ravens, to vultures and eagles, to sea gulls. With their open 
horizons, they make great places to practice recognizing birds on the wing (or photographing 
them). And, or some reason, they often attract relatively rare birds for the region.
 
Along the same lines of making you own opportunities: As often as you can get out on an 
organized field trip or bird-walk with your local Audubon, Nature Conservancy, or bird club. 
Not only will you have a chance to see some birds you might not have seen out your windows 
or around town, but you will be exposed to other, perhaps already better, birders, and have a 
chance to ask questions and learn. Never be afraid to ask questions. Teacher said, “the only 
dumb question is the one you did not ask.” And, if you ask good questions, whoever is 
leading the trip is very likely to be delighted to have you along. Birders, for the most part, love 
to share their knowledge and experience, and a birder who has already volunteered to lead a 
trip or walk (or who might even be being paid to do so) is certainly even more likely to want to 
share knowledge. In fact, most seasoned birders, once you ask a few questions, will tell you 
everything they know about any bird you see…and, once they get going, it sometimes fells 
like everything they know about everything.
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￼
So what is a good question?
 
Best, and first question: “What 
are we going to see here?” 
More than any other single 
thing, this is what makes 
birding look easy for the 
experienced birder. He or she 
already knows what birds are 
likely at any given stop, on 
any given day. They are 
generally familiar with the 
location, the habitat, the 
seasonality of bird life then 
and there, and they might 
even be experienced enough 
to read habitat in places they 
are not already overly familiar 
with. A really good trip leader 
will tell you what to be looking 
for at each stop without anyone 
asking…but he or she will certainly tell you, and everyone with you, if you ask.
 
“How did you know that was a whatever it was?”  I am probably going to say this many times 
in the course of the rest of this book, (and I may have already said it, but it can not be said 
often enough): better birders do not identify birds…they recognize them, based on experience 
of the bird and subtle cues that they have accumulated over years of study…or cues they are 
able to pick up on quickly because they know, often without really thinking about it, what to 
look for. A real better birder will be self-aware enough to share those cues when you ask how 
they recognized a bird…but not all trip leaders will do that. They might just list off the field 
marks that they learned back at the beginning of their birding from studying the field guides of 
the time…marks they have not relied on in years…marks that they have not actually looked 
for or seen after their first few years of birding, but which still stick in their minds because they 
still think they are identifying birds. You can hope to meet a few birders who are aware of the 
cues they actually use to recognize birds, but ask every birder how they did it. You will learn. 
 
“What are you looking for on that bird?” This is another way of pushing for the information you 
really need to recognize the bird the next time you see it. 
 
“Why isn’t it the bird I thought it was?” So you thought it was a Starling (because you already 
know Starlings) but it was a female Red-winged Blackbird. What did the leader see that you 
did not?
 
“Is this typical habitat for this bird?” Again this plays on the “already knowing what is likely, 
here and now” thing…and will help you to learn to read habitat.
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“Where else might I see this bird” This should generate a list of likely local habitats, and, with 
some leaders a general discussion of the distribution of the species. 
 
“Is this bird a typical…” Birds are as variable as any other kind of animal, individual to 
individual, and the leader will be able to tell you if this particular bird might confuse you in the 
future.
 
“Does this bird live here year-round?” Where does it winter?” Again, what birds are where and 
when. 
 
“What does this bird eat?” Knowing will help you to identify habitats where this bird will be 
likely. 
 
Be the person who asks the questions. Some in the group may snicker, but they will, honestly, 
all enjoy the extra information, or at least benefit from it. 
 
…
 
While you should be in the field as much as humanly possible…don’t make yourself crazy 
with it. On one of my first birding expeditions, to Southeast Arizona, one of the best birding 
areas in the US, we encountered this couple who had flown in from New Jersey. They 
appeared most of the places we visited, while we were there. They were clearly on a mission 
to see as many of the Southeast Arizona specialties as possible in the few days they had 
there. We were sitting on the log at the Patagonia Rest Stop, which for years was the place to 
see Rose-throated Becard since there was an active nest hanging in the open just behind the 
parking. We had been there half an hour or so, and seen both male and female, and one 
juvenile, Becards flying to and from the nest when we heard car doors slamming in the 
parking area and the couple came, literally running down the path toward the nest. “Is it 
there?” the guy asked, and so I told him about the activity. “Just sit and wait a moment.” He 
was too tense to sit and stood behind me, close enough so I could hear him breathing, until 
the male shot across the open area in the foliage and into the nest. It was a glimpse at best. 
Nothing like a real look. “Got it!” the guy said and turned and ran back to his car. Doors 
slammed. I knew right then that I never wanted to be that kind of birder. 
 
I try to take the attitude, even when I am looking for a rare bird, that I either have an 
appointment with the bird, or I don’t. If I do, then I will see it. If I don’t, then no amount of 
angst on my part is going to change my day. Bird a lot…but be relaxed about it. It is 
supposed to be fun.  
 
 
And that is the third path to better birding. Bird a lot!
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Robins in winter
 
A big flock of Robins works
the edges of the woods and
marsh by the Little River at
Laudholm Farms. They are
agitated, moving from tree
to tree and bush to bush, all 
flowing in the same general
direction, out toward the open
marsh. And then comes the
hawk, low through the trees,
Robins all around it, clearly
escorting it off the property,
evicting it by the sheer force
of numbers and focused 
attention, from their feeding
grounds. It clears the tree line
by the river and soars out over
the marsh. And the Robins 
turn and return, bush to bush,
tree to tree, deeper into the 
wood and along the edge 
of the meadow and settle 
back to their winter
business of gleaning our 
native hollies...winterberry 
bushes...with the fruit still 
clustered red in the cold. 
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7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning how to name birds on sight!
 
Precept 4: Attempt to name every bird you see.￼
is 
Birding is, to. a large extent, about naming…seeing a bird, 
recognizing it, and putting a name to it. Human beings love 
to name things. Naming is a complex action with all kinds of 
implications. What we name we own (sometimes in the 
worse sense of the word…like it is mine and you can’t have 
it…and sometimes the very best sense of the word, where 
owing means we accept some responsibility for the wall 
being of what we name). What we can name we. at least in 
part can understand…can fit into the framework of 
everything we know. What we name we know, and what we 
know, we can, and sometimes do, love. 
 
Birding is just an extension of that natural drive. We all develop areas in our lives where we 
just have to know the name of everything of the kind, whether it is birds, flowers, trees, cars, 
cloud formations, coffee varieties, stamps, coins, or musical instruments. For some there is a 
pride in knowing the names of things that others can not name…for some there is a simple￼ 
joy in learning new names…sometimes in actually collecting 
the things we name, and sometimes in just collecting the 
experiences of naming (as we do in birding). 
 
And there are lots of birds to name. 
 
No one, not even the most expert and seasoned birder, can 
name every bird he or she sees. Sometimes you just don’t get 
a good enough look. Too fast, too far, behind the leaves, on 
the other side of the tree. Woodpeckers, in particular, are 
famous for always being on the other side of the tree from the 
birder. They will actually hop around the trunk to keep it 
between you and them. And many birds are just naturally 
secretive. They keep themselves hidden. You will experience it 
among songbirds in North American, South America, and 
Africa, and elsewhere, where it is a natural response to the 
many predators that attack birds…but it is nowhere more 
obvious than in Europe, where songbirds were actively hunted 
until recently. Birds are shy for a good reason…it is a survival 
strategy. Bigger birds hide in the reeds, or the tops of trees, or 
fly at the first sign of danger. Birds are ever-present, almost 
anywhere you can go, and ever-elusive, where ever you and 
they may be. That is what makes birding a challenge, and it is 
certainly part of what makes birding fun. 
 
And remember, even better birders still make mistakes…and 
quite often, in fact. The first name out of a birder’s mouth may or may not be the correct one 
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(and unless you recognize the bird on your own, you will never know the difference…at least 
not until later). Do not be afraid to misname a bird. Time and experience will make you better, 
but, again, no birder gets it right all the time.
 
You will know that you are becoming a birder when you feel that compulsion to name every 
bird you see…and you will get to be a better birder by at least attempting to do just that.
 
                                                                …
 
So how do you do that? You see a bird that you do not recognize and can not name. How do 
you find the name? 
 
For better or worse, this is generally where your field guide comes in (or increasingly these 
days, the birding application on your phone or tablet). 
￼
When you first open a field guide to 
the birds, especially if the first time you 
open it is in the field after you just saw 
an unknown bird, it can seem like an 
impossible task to find one bird among 
the many hundreds pictured. It will 
only take a few tries…a few inevitable 
failures…to convince you that there 
must be a better way to use the 
guides. And if you are with a better 
birder you will see that there is. 
 
So, let us begin by understanding what 
a field guide is and how it works. 
 
A field guide, or at least a good field 
guide, is a book that is small enough 
to carry with you while you are out 
birding, and arranged well enough so that you stand a good chance of finding the bird in the 
book while your memory is still fresh enough to be confident of what you saw. It will contain 
illustrations of a wide range of species, descriptions of the birds themselves and their 
preferred habitats, information on the range of the birds…where they are likely to be seen and 
when (different colored areas on a map)…and it will often illustrate or describe particular 
features of the birds that will help you to recognize them. The birds will be arranged by family 
and by similar species…all the Robin-like birds together, all the ducks, all the hummingbirds, 
etc. 
 
You are likely to be totally confused by the arrangement of the families in the book or app. At 
first, it seems totally random, if not absolutely crazy! The exact order is generally determined 
by scientific classification, a system of grouping families by their relationships, as well as 
species within families. These relationships are not obvious to the layman, hence the 
confusion. (A few guides, like the Kaufman guides, break with this scientific order to group 
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visually similar families and species with others with the same look…but that kind of grouping 
ends up being very similar to the scientific classification anyway, with a few exceptions.) 
 
A birding app will contain the same information in the same order…only an app will give you 
the option of listing the birds by family and species, or by alphabetical order, or sometimes by 
families in alphabetical order, and then species within families in the same order. 
 
Whatever. Don’t worry, I am not going to ask you to memorize the order of the families. What I 
am going to do is ask you to make a list of all the bird names you already know…the birds 
that you can recognize and name on sight. Then I am going to ask you to look each one up in 
your field guide. You can use the alphabetical index in the back of the field guide, or the 
search feature in the bird app. (The other option is just to flip through the book (harder to do 
with an app, but it can be done with most) until you see a bird you recognize, and then the 
next one, etc.) You should take a few moments to look at the birds around each of the birds 
you already recognize in the guide. See what family the guide makes your bird part of, and 
which birds are visually similar to the bird you already know. Say you start with the American 
Robin (just Robin to most of us). You will see that the birds around the Robin are Thrushes, 
members of the Thrush family. The Robin is among the most colorful of the Thrushes (maybe 
with competition from the Bluebirds which are also thrushes), but it has the same basic body 
shape and proportions as the other members of the family. The same kind of beak. The same 
kind of tail. Even more or less￼ the same relative size…all bigger than a sparrow, smaller than a 
crow. They all look more alike than they look different. The Robin is a typical Thrush (or the 
Bluebird if you prefer)…and it can be your typical Thrush…your type-bird to recognize 
Thrushes and find them in the field guide. 
 
Next, say that you can already recognize a Crow. Look up Crow in the guide. At this point, 
you might find that some of the Crows you have seen already might have been Ravens, or 
Fish Crows, but that is not the point right now. The Crow is a Corvid, a member of the Corvid 
family. Look at the birds around the Crow. Notice that Blue Jays are also members of this 
family. So now when you see a Crow or Jay-like bird you know where to look in the guide. 
Crows and Jays are your type-birds for the Corvids. 
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Goldfinch? There is a whole family of Finches, all grouped together in the field guide.
 
Duck…any kind of duck. With the ducks and geese. 
 
Blackbird? Blackbird family.
 
Baltimore Oriole? Oriole family.
 
Hummingbird (Ruby-throat in the East, probably, these days, Anna’s in the West)…your type-
bird to the hummingbirds. Find them in the guide, and notice what birds they come before 
and after.
 
Red-tailed Hawk? If you know a number of hawks, you probably already have type-birds to 
the major sub-families within the Raptor family. 
 
The point is you only need to know how to recognize one bird from each family, or even each 
group of families, to learn where that family is in the guide, so you can look up unknown but 
visually similar birds relatively quickly. You will soon know just where to open the guide to find 
the common families of birds of your area, and those families are, for the most part, the most 
common anywhere you might bird.  Knowing the family of the bird is halfway to knowing the 
bird’s name…and you probably already know the names of enough birds to recognize at least 
a quarter to a half of the families. What a start!￼ 
Now there are a few families that are so large and diverse that they take up many pages of the 
field guide. The warblers. The sparrows. The flycatchers. You still start by recognizing the bird 
as a warbler, sparrow, or flycatcher. It will take time, study, and experience to sort out the 
warblers and sparrows. And when you manage to sort out the flycatchers, you will be able to 
consider yourself a better birder indeed.￼
 
(There is a family of flycatchers called, among birders, the empids (short for Empidonix)…all 
small grey birds with similar plumage, beaks, and wing-patterns…very hard to name in the 
field unless you hear them sing and recognize the song. My theory is that there is actually only 
one species of empid. They all get together in an empid convention in Columbia just before 
they head north for migration each spring. There they count off by numbers, one to seven, 
and the leader calls out, “Okay number ones, this year you will be Acadians, twos Alders, 
threes Willow…” etc. They then have a few days to learn their song for the breeding season. 
They do, however, have to sign an agreement before they leave that says that they will never 
sing that song while a birder is watching. And I have a similar theory about gulls, but it, of 
course, does not involve the songs.)
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When you see an unknown bird in the field, your first 
question is “what bird do I already know that is most like this 
new bird”…which of my type-birds is the best match. After 
just a few months you will not even be conscious of asking 
anymore…you will just recognize a Thrush when you see 
one…flip the book or the app open and try to figure out 
which thrush…and you will be halfway to being a better 
birder. 
 
(When we get to the Study precept, I will get more into how 
to expand past the birds you already know the names of…to 
learn new type-birds for families that are new to you (yes, 
even the empids and gulls).)
 
                                                                               …
 
 
How better birders name birds:
 
I have said before that is more useful to think of what better birders do as recognizing the 
birds, rather than identifying them. Better birders use a set of visual, behavioral, auditory and 
environmental cues to recognize first the family (the type of bird), and then the bird itself. 
 
Most of the time they are not even fully conscious of what they are doing. They just see a bird 
and recognize it, and name it. If they are not sure, they already know a lot of things about the 
bird just from the first look, often before they put their binoculars (or camera) up, and they can 
then do a quick sort through a set of possibles…thinking mostly about what the bird is not, 
and why not, until they are left with what it has to be. That makes it sound much more 
reasoned and logical than it is…this sorting possibles happens, so to speak, in the 
background while they take a bino view or maybe a scope view (or while they are looking at 
the image they caught on the back of the camera), until the name pops out. Then if you ask 
them why it is that bird and not another, chances are very good they will give you a list of 
field-marks that they remember from the field guide, but which they did not see, and did not 
use, to recognize the bird. That is just birders for you. Even better birders. The best birders 
are, maybe, more self-aware and may in fact be able to give you the actual set of visual, 
behavioral, auditory, and environmental cues they used to recognize the birds. With the 
advent of at least a few field guides and instructional books that are based on these cue sets, 
rather than traditional field marks, it is becoming more common for the best birders to be 
more aware of what they are actually doing when they recognize and name a bird. 
 
While I can not teach you all the recognition cues for all the birds (mostly because I do not 
know them), I can give you an outline of the cues you need to learn, and in the next precept, 
some idea of how you might learn them. 
 
Recognition cues: Starting wide and focusing in.
￼
Environmental cues: Where and when
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•Time of day: Likely seen during daylight (diurnal), likely seen at 
night (nocturnal)
•Location: likely seen in this region, this state, this city, this 
town, etc.?
•Season: of those likely here, which are likely at this time of 
year?
•Habitat: likely seen in this habitat (forest, scrublands, thicket, 
grasslands, suburban yard, city park or cemetery, river shore, 
pond, ocean shore or beach, marsh, etc)
￼
Behavioral cues: 
•Flight pattern: how the bird’s wings move, how 
the body is held, whether the flight path is 
direct, undulating, rapid, slow etc.
•Perching posture: upright, horizontal, diagonal, 
alert, relaxed, etc.
•Foraging method: gleaning from branches or 
trunks, picking berries, probing the ground, fly 
catching, hover feeding, litter turning, etc. 
 
Auditory cues:
•Songs and calls: not everyone is good at this (I 
am not) but you will meet better birders who 
can recognize the calls and songs of just 
about any bird they hear. This book is not 
about auditory birding…I am not a good 
auditory birder and can’t really teach you to be 
one…hence the subtitle Learning how to name 
birds on sight!
 
Basic Visual cues:
•Relative size: in comparison to known species at the same approximate distance. This is 
another place where your type-birds come into play…you can use them for size 
comparison.
•Body proportions: slim or chunky; length of tail and wings, especially in relation to each 
other; head extension; curve of chest; length of legs and size of feet; length, shape, and 
thickness of bill or beak and position on the head; etc.￼
•Basic color: light, dark, 
predominately one color, 
intricately patterned, etc.
 
Note that none of the cues listed 
so far require a binocular or 
telephoto camera view. They can 
all be seen, or heard, from a good 
distance, which is why the better 
birders do not have to rely on 
optics for bird recognition. Before 
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you get your binos or camera on the bird, they already know what it is, without even really 
looking at it. They recognized it on sight (or sound).
 
In fact, many birds have what I call a tell, a single characteristic or, more often, behavior…or 
at least a small set of characteristics and/or behaviors that taken together… give away the 
name. (tell in this sense comes from poker terminology, when a player’s tell is a nervous, 
unconscious tick or gesture, that gives away his or her hand. It has entered the general 
parlance as a similar tick that reveals when someone is lying, or is interested in another 
person, or is about to say something funny (or at least that they think is funny) etc.) A bird’s 
tell might make the particular species instantly recognizable, or it might limit the possibilities 
to a few species, or one particular family…or it might separate birds that are visually similar 
enough to be otherwise confusing. And, to be really useful, it has to be something that can be 
seen or heard from a good distance, without optical aid. 
 
I should point out that better birders do not necessarily run through these cues in any 
sequential fashion…starting wide and working down as I have them here. Some might, but in 
my mind, the cues all work together, simultaneously and overlapping, to allow me to 
recognize and name the bird.
 
A few examples might make the concept of the tell clearer. If you see a bird hovering…and 
hovering is different than kiting…when a bird hovers its wings are in constant motion to hold 
its position in the air…when a bird kites its wings are stationary and it is balancing on the 
wind…exactly as a kite does…so if you see a bird hovering it is always a tell since not many 
birds can hover. Off the top of my head, in North America, there are only the hummingbirds 
and the kingfishers that are seen hovering often enough to notice. Most hawks kite…and of 
course, the kites (the Kite family) are named for the behavior. Terns kite momentarily when 
hunting. Not many more. If you see a bird hovering or kiting, it immediately limits the possible 
birds, and makes the bird you are seeing that much easier to name. Hovering is a tell.
 
(The exception that proves the rule here is the Kestrel…a small hawk-like bird generally 
groped with the falcons (actually more closely related to parrots than to hawks) that can 
actually hover by rotating its wings as they beat.)
 
Or let us take another flight pattern: the flap and glide motion. If you see a bird flying, 
undulating up and down in the air, flapping a few strokes, then fixing its wings and gliding, 
then, again, it can only be one of a very few birds. Finches are the most noticeable. And 
again, Kingfishers. To some extent, a Cooper’s Hawk has this flight pattern, but it is more of a 
rowing motion. Woodpeckers have the undulating flight path, but their pattern is more flap 
and dive than flap and glide. They beat their wings a few strokes, and then tuck their wings in 
and fall…catching themselves on outspread wings and climbing again, before repeating the 
sequence. Flap and glide is a tell mainly for finches…and a few of the sparrows. 
 
If you see a warbler-shaped bird that is bobbing its tail up and down, it is almost certainly a 
Palm Warbler. Tail bobbing is a Palm Warbler’s tell.
 
On the other hand, a flycatcher-shaped bird that is bobbing its tail is almost certainly a 
Phoebe. 
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If you see a big wading bird walking through the water, looking like a drunk, with its knees not 
in sync with its hips and feet, wobbling, then it is almost certainly a Reddish Egret. And if it 
suddenly throws its wings up over its head to make an umbrella, peering down into the 
shadow, looking for fish underwater…then it just about has to be a Reddish Egret. Both the 
drunken sailor walk and umbrella fishing are tells for Reddish Egret. 
 
Tells tell you instantly what bird, or set of possible birds, you are looking at…and combined 
with even the most basic of other recognition cues, can give you the name of the bird. 
 
It is only when a birder has not already recognized the bird by the cues above that the final 
visual cues come into play. I will call them, as they have been called for generations, field 
marks. Field marks are most useful for distinguishing visually and behaviorally almost identical 
birds…a pair of warblers, a pair of sparrows, a pair of finches. If you know the top-level, first 
impression, cues, and especially the tells, you will rarely need to know the field marks.  
￼
Field marks:
exact color and pattern of plumage or color and 
shape of other body parts which includes
•Head marks
•hoods
•caps
•crests
•crown line
•eye-brows
•eye-lines
•lore color (the bare skin area ahead of the 
eye)
•eye-color
•presence or absence of eye-rings, and their color
•beak color (often bi- or, in the tropics, multicolored)
•fine details of beak shape
•Wing marks
•presence or absence of bars on the wings and color and pattern of wing bars (if present)
•shoulder patches
•tailing edge color
•Tail marks
•color and pattern of upper tail coverts (the feathers where the tail joins the body)
•color and pattern of the tail feathers, especially the outer tail feathers
•shape of the tips of the tail feathers, and/or the end of the tail
•Feet and leg marks
•color of legs
•color of feet
•shape of toes
 
You might notice that the features listed as field marks are the ones that most field guides are 
at great pains to point out…even though better birders generally do not use them to recognize 
the birds they see…unless…and this is important…they do not recognize the bird well enough 
to name it at first glance…and therefore have to study it through binoculars (or spotting 
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scopes) or take a photo and blow it up so they can see the fine visual cues…and then, if they 
still don’t recognize it, look it up in the book or app. It is rare to see a better birder using a 
field guide or app in the field, but it does happen. 
 
Let’s take a few more or less obvious examples to show how this might actually work in the 
field (or around home). (You will get more out of this if you open your field guide or app to the 
birds being discussed as we go along here.)￼
 
1)I am out along the forest edge, in May in New England, 
at about 9 in the morning and I see a hawk flying. How 
do I know it is a hawk? It is the right size and shape 
and it is flying just above tree level, obviously hunting. 
And hawks are likely during daylight along the forest 
edge in May in New England. Besides, I have seen a lot 
of hawks already…enough to know what one looks 
like. Each of families of hawks has a particular look, 
especially in flight, where the proportions and position 
of the wings and tails on the body are the tells. What I 
am seeing here is not an Eagle (way too small), more is 
it a Buteo (like the Red-tailed Hawk, the largest and 
most commonly seen family…bulky body and wide 
wings in comparison to the tail…like four-seater prop 
plane…again this bird is way too slender), It is not a 
Falcon (like the Kestrel or Peregrine…even sleeker, with 
slightly swept-back wings…like a fighter jet). I am not 
thinking of Kites, as there are not normally any Kites in 
New England. I know this is an Accipiter because it has 
that sleek look, the deep bow to the trailing edge of the 
wings, and the relatively small head and long tail (a commuter jet). I don’t analyze the 
shape, I just know an Accipiter when I see one. So it is Cooper’s or a Sharp-skinned. 
(Goshawk is a remote possibility, but unlikely in May in New England, and considerably 
larger and bulkier in the body than the more likely Cooper’s or Sharp-shinned. I would 
have to see something different about the bird, probably its size, to even consider the 
Goshawk.) Both the Cooper’s and the Sharp-shinned Hawks have tells. They fly 
completely differently. The Cooper’s flys like a row boat on choppy water, with slow 
deliberate wing flaps, and a slightly undulating, rising and falling, flight path. The Sharp-
shinned flys like a fighter jet crossed with a hummingbird. Its wing beats are rapid and its 
flight pattern direct and arrow-like. This bird is flying like a Cooper’s. And that is all I need. 
The name that pops up, and pops out, is Cooper’s Hawk. All that happens at a glance. 
Accipiter, rowing through the air: Cooper’s Hawk! 



If you check field marks in a field guide or app for Cooper’s vs. Sharp-shinned, you will 
see both head extension (how far forward of the wings the head extends) or sometimes 
just head size, and tail shape featured. The Coopers has the larger head and the rounded 
tail. The Sharp-shinned has the smaller head and square, or even slightly-notched, tail. 
You might see both of these features if you get a really good look at the bird in flight, but 
without both in the air at the same time, the comparison is hard to make. As is the 
comparison in size. Overall the Sharp-shinned is considerably smaller than the Cooper’s, 
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except that in some regions a female Sharpie is almost the same size as a male Cooper’s. 
These kinds of distinctions are more useful for perched birds, which can be very difficult to 
tell apart. The tell I look for is one of general impression. The Sharpie will look almost 
hunchbacked in most postures, with little or no neck, and small round head. The Cooper’s 
will look more erect, with a noticeable neck and head that is bigger in proportion to its 
body than the head of a Sharpie, giving it a kind of haughty, patrician look. The safest way 
to distinguish them in the air, is by flight style. It is a tell that is very easy to see, even at 
great distances.

￼￼
2)We live in Southern Maine in the USA, which is 
generally considered Northern New England. We 
have three kinds of finches coming to our feeders 
regularly. One little one (smaller than most 
sparrows, the size of a warbler), and two larger 
ones (the same size as a sparrow). We know they 
are finches because they all have the same 
shaped beak…as wide, or almost as wide, at the 
base as it is long, evenly divided along its 
length…and, because of the finch flight tell…they 
all fly with a flap-and-glide, undulating up and 
down, flight path. The little one is easy. It is 
various shades of yellow depending on the 
season, dull yellow in winter, bright eye-popping 
yellow in the summer. It is a Goldfinch, a male 
Goldfinch. It also has one white wing bar and a 
black cap, but I don’t need to see that to know it 
is a male Goldfinch. The female is duller, more like 
winter males, but it has two wide yellow wing 
bars, and is almost certainly hanging out with at 
least one male. 



The other two are sparrow sized and more or less grey and red. We see them in the 
summer. We used to only have House Finches that match this description, but beginning 
two years ago, we started to get Purple Finches in larger numbers. I recognize the House 
Finches because 1) they are more slender, especially through the chest, than the Purples. 
This (and number 4 below) are all I generally need to see to name the bird House Finch, 
not a Purple Finch 2) House Finches are more “grey” overall where they are grey…with a 
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basic feather pattern that is light grey streaks on a lighter grey body, where the Purple 
finch is more boldly patterned, the streaks darker grey. This is a real help with females and 
with birds in odd postures 3) they are more orangey red than purple-red, but the color of 
both finches varies a lot, with the House running from an actual orange to a crimson, and 
the Purple ranging from raspberry to day-old-bruise. My best tell though is 4) the large 
unstreaked patch below and behind the eye on the Purple Finch. Whether male or female 
that patch makes the head of the bird look more complex, more patterned. The House 
Finch’s head looks much more overall grey and less clearly marked. 



Just to complicate matters we sometimes get a bird that looks a lot like a female 
Goldfinch, same size, similar beak, same wing bars, and some yellow somewhere in the 
plumage, but with a lot of grey streaking on the body, especially the breast, somewhat like 
a female House or Purple Finch. That streaking is the tell. Pine Siskin. If I am not confident 
of the name, I will check the beak. The Pine Siskin has a longer and narrower beak than 
most Finches. 



Then on really rare occasions (like twice in the 20-plus years we have lived here) we will 
get another Goldfinch-sized finch with heavy streaking, but no yellow at all. It may or may 
not have some red on the cap and under the wings on the breast. I have to look closely at 
those, but they could be Common Redpolls. Trouble is there are Pine Siskins that have no 
yellow at all, so it is not a done deal when I think I might be seeing a plain colored Redpoll. 
I have to check the beak…and again, the Pine Siskin’s beak is longer and thinner than 
most Finches, which enclose the Redpolls.￼ 



Finally, we get one Warbler which is easy to confuse with a female Goldfinch. Warblers in 
flight do not have the flap-and-glide pattern of Finches but it is rare to pick up a Warbler in 
flight, at least in our yard. They tend to just appear out of nowhere in the pines or, rarely, at 
the feeders. The Pine Warbler is the same size as a female Goldfinch, and has almost 
identical wing bars, but it is more yellow overall…enough more to make me suspicious 
enough to take a second look. The beak is the tell. Warbler vs. Finch beak. Warbler: small 
and generally black, much longer in comparison to its width and sharper looking than a 
Finch. So I, with a close look, can confidently call it a Pine Warbler. 

3)Okay, let us take something more difficult. Those warblers. You won’t be able to name a 
particular warbler until you can recognize the bird you are looking at is a warbler of some 
kind. Warblers are mostly small (slightly smaller than a sparrow), active birds, generally 
busy gleaning in the leaves or along the trunks of trees and bushes, and often high in the￼ 
canopy. When we see them in North America they are generally brightly colored, multi-
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colored, and/or boldly patterned. They all have relatively unique songs, and a really good 
auditory birder can tell their calls (even their flight calls at night) apart as well. They share a 
recognizable beak: longer than it is wide, evenly divided, sharp looking (for poking behind 
loose bark), and set on the head exactly in line with the eye but well in front of it…so it 
looks like the bird is always leading with its beak…pushing its beak out ahead. They are all 
migrants, wintering in Central and South America, and returning to their breeding areas in 
North America in early spring, often in waves that will include many species passing 
through the same area at the same time. Chances are, unless you live in Northern Canada 
or Alaska, you will have both breeding warblers, those that spend the summer and raise 
young, and migrant warblers, who are just passing through your area on the way further 
north.



Again, to the better birder, what a bird is not, is just as important as what it is, when it 
comes to naming a specific bird. A warbler is not a Vireo, even though they live and move 
through similar habitats and are also gleaners. Vireos are plainer overall, though they do 
have some almost bright yellows, but mostly they are the wrong shape (that is, of course,  
right shape for a vireo, wrong shape for a warbler). The overall bird is a bit chunkier…
thicker through the chest, but the head and beak are really different. Vireos have a slightly 
hooked beak, with the top half being considerably thicker than the bottom (that is maxilla 
vs. mandible…and I just had to look that up…top and bottom of beak works for me). The 
beak is also set slightly lower on the head, below the line of the eye, which makes the bird 
look a little like it is looking down its nose most of the time. 



However, if you look a the illustrations for Tennessee Warbler and Philadelphia Vireo, you 
will see just how hard it might be to tell those two birds apart at a glance, unless you are 
very familiar with both species. I just came back from Magee Marsh on the Erie shore of 
Ohio, where I embarrassed myself one day by misnaming a Philadelphia Vireo as a 
Tennessee Warbler. I had to look at the photos afterward to convince myself I had been 
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wrong, but sure enough, in the photos, that little hook on the beak could easily be seen. :) 



A warbler is not a Wren. Wrens are about the same size and are seen in the same habitat, 
as warblers, though more likely to be on the ground, a fallen tree trunk, or the trunk of a 
tree or bush than they are to be in the leaves. Wrens are relatively plain colored…mostly 
brown with some pattering and maybe a touch of rust or black or white. And, again, they 
are the wrong shape…wren shaped. They are, for the most part, way rounder than a 
warbler, almost like someone stuck a tail and beak on a rubber ball…and that tail is often 
carried cocked up over the back, close to vertical, especially when they are excited or 
singing…both of which they often are. You are more likely to hear a wren before you see it. 
And if the tail is not cocked, just keep watching. It will cock. And the beak is as long and 
sharp as a warbler’s, even a bit longer, but it is what they call de-curved…it is like a 
fingernail clipping, but sharper at the front end. While it is placed on the head with the tip 
in line with the eye, it droops down across the face to end up under the eye…giving the 
bird a look of frowning most of the time. So, a warbler is not a wren.



Unlike thrushes, or blackbirds, or sparrows, and despite the fact that they are among the 
most colorful birds in North America, you might not already have a type-bird for warblers. 
Warblers are small, hyper-active, somewhat secretive, and often well above eye-level. 
While you probably hear them singing every spring, you pretty much have to go looking 
for them if you want to see one. If you, by any chance, already know one warbler, use that 
as your type-bird for warblers. If not, use the Yellow-rumpled Warbler. The Yellow-rumped 
is found throughout the US and Canada, so it is safe choice. It migrates north early and 
returns south late, so you are likely to see it any time from early spring to late fall (even 
during the winter if you live in the far south). So do the type-bird thing. Look up Yellow-
rumped Warbler in your field guide or app, and study it until you think you might know that 
it is not a Vireo or Wren when you see one. Cheating a bit here and poaching on Precept 
5, take a look at the range maps to see what other warblers you might see in your area. 



There are whole books on Warbler Identification (or Warbler recognition as I would have it) 
so this is not the place to try to teach you to recognize all the different warblers. When we 
get to the next Precept, Study, I will give you some tips on learning the warblers, and 
other families of birds. For now, it is probably enough if you know a warbler when you see 
one. And, just as a bit of encouragement, many of the warblers have a definite tell that 
allows you to recognize them on sight, once you know the tell. 

You might note the thought process in these examples. It starts with what birds are likely here 
and now, moves through the obvious behavior and visual cues, (and if I were an auditory 
birder, which, again, I am not, the song or call) and then only, if still needed, settles down to 
the Field Mark level. And, as much attention is paid to what the bird is not as to what it is.
 
 
One more:
 
	Hummingbirds. Yes, almost everyone can recognize a hummingbird when you see one. It 

is the little thing zooming, or hovering, or even flying backwards, with the wings beating 
faster than the eye can follow…just a blur around the bird,…and it has a long needle like 
beak, sometimes straight and sometimes curved down a bit…but always at least as long 
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and often longer than the width of its head. Most are flashy, reflecting bright color under 
the chin, around the head, especially on the crest, and sometimes all over…they look 
irredentist…because they are. The color you see is￼ 
light refracted though little bubbles of oil in the 
feathers…rainbow colors…not pigment. Most 
hummers are grey or black when not in the sun.￼ 



Hummers in North 
America are all about 
location. If you live in the 
eastern US or Canada, 
there is only one hummer 
you are likely to see: the 
Ruby-throated. So don’t 
over think it. If you live in 
Maine or Massachusetts, 
or Florida, or North Carolina, Ohio or anywhere east of the 
Rocky Mountains really, unless you have a definite reason to 
suspect this is not a Ruby-throated Hummingbird, just call it a 
Ruby-throat. (These range maps are the latest and most up to 
date, provided by eBird data and the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology’s Status Project.)￼ 



Things are more complicated in the west, especially as 
you are likely to have both breeding hummers and 
hummers passing through spring and fall on their way 
north or south. But, again with the don’t over think it bit…if 
you are at lower elevations in woodlands, riparian thickets, 
or watching a feeder, unless there is a definite reason to 
think other wise, you are probably looking at a Black-
chinned Hummingbird. The Black-chinned is the western 
counterpart of the Ruby-throated Hummingbird, and 
except for the color of the male’s gorget (the little bib like 
patch of articulated feathers under the chin), they look 
almost identical. The Ruby-throated male, when the light is 
right, has, of course, a bright ruby colored gorget, and the 
Black-chinned, in most light is, well, black. Occasionally 
when the light is just right you will see a band of bright 
violet where the gorget meets the chest. We say the gorget 
is articulated because the hummer has the ability to raise 
those feathers independently of the rest of its feathers…though the crest feathers 
generally come up with the gorget. This raising of the feathers helps to catch the light and 
make the gorget flash, and it uses the flash to display dominance, especially around 
feeders where there is completion for the resource.￼



If you are in the southwest and at higher elevations, you might see a Broad-tailed 
Hummingbird. Your first impression is going to be, “Wait a minute, that’s not a Black-
chinned.” There are not as many Broad-billed Hummingbirds as there are Black-chinned, 
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but you will know it is different when you see it. It is a chunkier bird, shorter and rounder, 
and paler, lighter green, in comparison to the Black-chinned, and, if the light is right, you 
will see a bright red gorget on the male…not ruby red, but crimson. (Pro Tip: the easiest 
way to recognize female hummingbirds is to see what males are around.)



In most of the west, at one time or another, you will see a lot of Rufous Hummingbirds. 
When they come through on their way to or from their northern nesting grounds, they are 
often the dominant species at feeders for a week or more at a time. And they are Rufous…
overall impression, rust colored. The males have a red-orange to red gorget, and both 
males and females have a rufous tail on the underside with black tips on the feathers, 
which they fan out in flight. If you are looking at the back of the male it will have white tips 
on the outer tail feathers, but you will still see rufous in the center of the upper tail. (If you 
live right on the West Coast, you might confuse the Rufous and the Allen’s Hummingbirds, 
but the Allens are nesting birds there, and common all summer, while the Rufous pass 
through spring and fall in waves.)



It used to be, if you lived in Arizona, or New Mexico, during breeding season Black-
chinned and Broad-tailed were safely the most numerous and likely hummers, with Black-
chinned outnumbering Broad-tailed by 10 to 1 most places. Today, the Anna’s 
Hummingbird, originally is giving both a run for their money. Anna’s was originally a far 
West Coast bird, but it is expanding its breeding range rapidly toward the east, reaching 
significant numbers all through southern Arizona, well into New Mexico at higher 
elevations, and even up into southern Colorado. The male Anna’s however is very easy to 
recognize. Unlike either the Black-chinned or Broad-tailed, the male Anna’s has a 
complete coif…like one of those chain male helmet-liners from a suit of armor, or like an 
iridescent balaclava…bright orange-red to red. He will also have a green wash, like a vest, 
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below his wings. The female will have that same vest, and probably a red spot of 
iridescence in the center of her throat, and be the same size and proportions as the male. 
Both are slightly bigger and a bit chunkier than a Black-chinned. 



In California, and during migration in southern Arizona and New Mexico, you might also 
see another hummer with the complete coif. It will be smaller, and the coif will be purple 
instead of red, and it will have little trailing tips back over the shoulders, like an extreme 
handlebar mustache. The size and the mustache are the tells for a Costa’s Hummingbird. 



Of course, if you really get into hummingbirds and want to visit, or you happen to live, 
right along the southwest southern border of the US, you will need to study a few more 
hummingbirds that are only found in US right there. And if you spend time in Central or 
South America, there are over 300 species of hummingbirds you might want to sort out. 
Good luck with that!



Finally, here in Hummingbirds, is a good place to talk about vagrants…not street people 
here…but birds that are seen well away from where you would expect to find them. As I 
said, if you live in the Eastern part of the US or Canada, the only likely hummingbird is the 
Rub-throated…unless it isn’t. Ruby-throated Hummingbirds head south early in the fall, 
most places they are gone by late August to mid September, and if you see a hummer 
after that, it is actually more likely to be a Rufous Hummingbird. Rufous Hummingbirds, as 
I said, migrate in waves, and a significant number wander every fall as far east as the 
Atlantic coast. So, if it is late fall east of the Rockies, and your first impression of a 
hummer is “not a Ruby-throat”…think Rufous and check for the rust colored body and 
tail. When dealing with vagrants (or odd individual birds for that matter), if your first 
impressing is “that’s not what I was expecting to see” then trust it…it is time to take a 
photo if you are able…even a cell phone photo to reinforce your memory…and then get 
out the field guide or app. 



So, when dealing with Hummingbirds it is always going to be location before all. Then 
season. Then pretty much you drop right into the tells of individual birds.

So there you have it. To become a better birder, you are going to attempt to recognize and 
name every bird you see. 
 
                                                               …
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￼
 
If you are planning on being a traditional birder…and by that I mean primarily a binocular and 
fried guide birder, you can stop right there. If, on the other hand, you plan to be primarily a 
camera birder, or to use birding apps extensively, then read on. 
 
While better camera birders still need to attempt to name every bird they see, and while I 
would hope they would develop the same set of recognition skills over time as the traditional 
birder, so they recognized the bird before they got their camera up most of the time, the 
process might be a little different.
 
Mostly because, if you take a photo of the bird, you do not have to rely on your memory of the 
bird if you want to work more on recognition after the fact. You can, at least occasionally, 
delay the naming until later in the day. I see some bird photographers who take this to the 
extreme…they don’t even wonder about the name of the bird until they get ready to post or 
share the photo somewhere, and then they are perfectly fine getting someone else to name 
the bird for them. That is not going to make them better birders any time soon. In fact, it is 
often more difficult to recognize and name a bird in a photograph than it is in life…because 
you do not have all the behavior cues to help, and because the camera only catches the 
posture of the bird in a single second (or 1/500th of a second as the case may be) and it is 
hard to get an accurate impression of posture from such a tiny slice of life. However, if you 
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use your camera as a￼ 
study tool, go home 
and figure out the birds 
you did not recognize 
in the field so that next 
time you see them you 
will be able to name 
them…well, that works 
for me. You will 
progress just as rapidly 
toward being a better 
birder as the birder who 
only uses binoculars 
and a field guide…
possibly even faster. 
 
And having a photo of 
the bird gives you 
options the binocular 
birder just does not have. There are any number of birding apps out there these days that 
have Artificial Intelligence programs that will analyze a photo and, drawing on hundreds of 
thousands of existing photos, attempt to make the best match and give you the name. (Even 
Google Lens, an AI engine for photo recognition of almost anything, does a pretty fair job of 
naming birds the birds you are likely to see in North America.) Most of the apps will also allow 
you to input the date and location…or take it directly from the digital file if it is stored there…
and refine the process to produce better results. Some are restricted to North America, and 
some have databases for many different regions of the world. Again, if you use Artificial 
Intelligence as a substitute for you own intelligence and skills, you will not become the better 
birder you want to be. If you use AI to supplement your growing skills, and take time to study 
why the bird is what the AI is claiming it is (or why not…see the Study precept coming up), 
then using AI as needed can help you to grow to be a better birder.    
 
And while we are on the subject of AI, many of the better birding apps these days, have an AI 
recognition engine built in that allows you to enter what you have seen and know about a bird, 
processes that information, and then spits out a list of possible birds. Some of them use a set 
of search criteria which are quite similar to the environmental, visual, and behavioral cues we 
have been discussing here. The Audubon App uses: size, color, type, activity, habitat, voice, 
wing shape and tail shape. The choices under activity for instance, include just about all the 
flight patterns as well as perching and movement behaviors. The Sibley app’s recognition AI 
uses a similar set of criteria, and sometimes even more refined choices under each. The set in 
iBird Pro is similar, but perhaps a bit more conventional. As in using AI photo recognition, as a 
beginning birder, there is no harm in using the AI search engines in the birding apps, if you 
use them to become a better birder, that is to recognize the bird on sight next time. If nothing 
else, in the best apps, using the AI engine will train you to look for the right recognition cues in 
the field, and that is a very good thing.
 
However you learn, you want to learn to name every bird you see, on sight. 
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The birding mind
 
The hawk came up the slope
of the hill, across the top, 
and down the other side,
away beyond the trees and
out of sight toward 
the Webhannet marsh…
too fast for a photo, too fast
for even a decent look.
I wandered on, wondering,
(as I must) what I had just
seen. Strange the way 
the birder mind works (or mine
at any rate). Sorting impressions.
not seeking an analytical
identification, but recognition…
I must know that hawk from
somewhere. My brain 
automatically collates
a catalog of possibles, not
many. It might be a warm
day but it is still February 
in Southern Maine. Early
Raptors are just coming back.
Like flash cards bird parts
and impressions pass behind
my inner eye…no, too long,
too short, too big, too early…
until, with an almost audible
click, the tumblers align to
unlock the name. 
Northern Harrier. 
Has to be, despite being 
still very early. Harrier was
not, consciously at least,
even in the catalog. But no, 
I am sure. I recognize that bird
and can put a name to it.
And so I am content.
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Steve Ingraham’s 7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning how to name the on sight!
 
Precept 5: Study
 
Again, I would like to emphasize that what you need to learn to become a better birder is how 
to recognize and name the birds you see. Your study, then, needs to be informed by the kind 
of cues that better birders use in the field: environmental, behavioral, auditory, basic visual, 
and finally field marks as needed…and, above all, if there is one, the tell for each bird or bird 
family.
 
And, of course, the most important study you can do is in the field itself, seeing, watching, 
studying real birds. As you begin to focus on the recognition cues, to think about them while 
you are birding, you will pick them up surprisingly fast.
 
However, you can’t always be in the field, and some study at home will help you to learn 
faster.￼ 
 
My first tip is always to put your 
birding books, field guides, and 
larger compendiums about birding, 
where you will see them often, and 
where you can pick them up easily. 
And, go ahead, buy all the field 
guides you can find, even as a 
beginner. Each will have something 
unique to teach you. Put bird books 
on the Christmas and birthday list. 
You can never have too many bird 
books. Definitely put a few field 
guides and books anywhere in the 
house where you spend significant 
time and have nothing else much on 
your mind. Put a pile on the back of 
the toilet. Put a few on the kitchen 
table or counter where you eat 
breakfast (and put down the 
newspaper and open a bird book). 
Put a few on the coffee table in front 
of the TV (there are always 
commercials, and the shows your partner or your kids want to watch). And definitely put a few 
in the glove compartment of the car…for the car wash but also for the doctor’s office (maybe 
not for red-lights). If you are a phone or tablet addict and have your birding references in 
digital form, then don’t open Facebook when you sit down anywhere…for the next several 
months at least, open your birding app. 
 
First of all, concentrate on learning the single most important recognition cue: What kind of 
bird is this? What bird family does it belong to? As we discussed under the last precept, take 
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some time with your field guide or app and try to find a type-bird for each family…either a bird 
you already know, or one that you think you could easily recognize if you saw it in the field. If 
you spend the first weeks and months of your birding carrier doing this, or even if you have 
been birding a while and have not done this, there is no better way to use your study time. As 
well as teaching you the first and most important recognition cue…it will make you very 
familiar with your field guides and apps in short order. It is not important to get the right type-
bird for each family (there is no such thing)…it is only important that you have your own type-
bird for each family. And once again, the type-bird serves as a visual key to where the bird is 
in your book or app, so that you can look others like it up more quickly. 
 
Generally printed field guides have a description of the family at top of the page where each 
family begins in the book. This is a good place to start. What is said there can help you to 
select a type-bird for the family, and may give you some behavioral cues that apply to the 
family as a whole, and possibly even some tells. Once you have read the description, flip 
through the illustrations. Ask yourself: “How would I recognize one of these?” “What is similar 
about each of the birds in this family?” Again you are looking for what I have called basic 
visual cues…first impression stuff…size, body shape, beak shape, wing and tail shape, 
proportions, etc. When you are satisfied that you are developing an impression of the family, 
and have picked your type-bird, then move on to the next family. Remember, some groups of 
birds that you might think of as just one family (like hawks) will actually have several families 
of birds grouped together. It is one thing to recognize a hawk when you see one. It is another 
to recognize an Acceptor (Cooper’s, Sharp-shinned, Goshawk).
 
And don’t treat this exercise as a once and done thing. You will continuously refine your 
impression of each family as you spend time studying your books and apps, and especially as 
you spend time with the birds in the field. You will never finish learning this recognition cue, 
but you will soon know enough to be going on with…and begin to feel like a better birder. 
 
It is one of the weaknesses of most birding apps that they skip the family description. I have 
no idea why, and can not even, honestly, imagine one. However some birding apps will give 
you an overview of all the members of one family on the same page, and most all will sort out 
just the warblers, just the sparrows, etc. to make it easy to flip through. Some will have the 
family info buried under the top layer of species info. You might have to look. 
 
Remember, being able to recognize a warbler when you see one…a thrush, a blackbird, a 
duck, a heron or egret…is half way to being able to name the bird, and to becoming a better 
birder.
 
When you open your book or app to an individual species, even if you are just flipping through 
to see what catches your eye, you are going to ask yourself a few questions to guide your 
study. (By the way, this casual approach…just flipping and looking…works surprisingly well 
for many people…some enjoy a more systematic approach…first marking all the birds in your 
local patch, working through those in order of family, or working through the most common 
families in your area first, etc..)
 
As you look at the illustration and description of the bird, ask yourself these kinds of 
questions:
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1) What do I notice about this bird and what would 
help me to name it in the field? Use your 
recognition cues as a kind of filter. How big is it?￼ 
What is my first impression of color? Is it fat or 
skinny? Does the illustration show it sitting upright 
or laid out horizontally? How big is the head in 
relationship to the body? What kind of beak does it 
have and where is it on the head? How about the 
tail: long, short, round, square? What about the legs 
and feet jumps out at me. What about the whole 
bird jumps out at me? (That might be at least part of 
the bird’s tell.) Again, you do not have to do this 
systematically, one question after the other, and you 
do not￼ have to ask all the questions about every 
bird. You are attempting to build an impression of 
the bird…not a portrait. 

2) Where and when would I see this bird? Study the 
range maps (this is why I prefer field guides that 
have the range maps right on the same page, or at 
least in the same page fold, as the illustrations and descriptions of the birds.) Of course 
you have to learn to read a range map first. Somewhere in the front of the book, or often 
on each map if you are using an app, there will be color key to explain the maps. 
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Generally there will be at least 4 different colors: one for breeding birds (generally summer 
and sometimes called that), one for winter birds (again, generally non-breeding), one for 
migrating birds that only pass through a region, and one for birds that are present all year 
around (resident birds). Sometimes there will be a 5th color to show where the species 
might rarely be seen…or some kind of dot or symbol to show vagrant records. 



As a beginner, you might want to skip right over any birds that you are not likely to see in 
your city, county, state, or region. Learn your local birds first. It only makes sense. 



The range map only gives you half the information about where and when that you need. 
Turn to the description and look for the part about the habitat. Ask yourself “Where around 
here might I￼ go to see this bird?”

3)As you read the description, again filter it 
through your recognition cues. Are they telling 
you anything about how to recognize the bird on 
sight? If you find something, look back at the 
illustration to see if you can see it there. Pay 
special attention to behavior cues. If the book or 
app includes noticeable behavior cues they will 
most likely be in the description. Foraging and 
flight pattern cues are particularly likely to be 
mentioned.
 
You have been flicking your eyes and your attention back and forth between the description 
and the illustration while reading. Now take one more good look at the illustration, and again 
ask yourself: “What stands out? How will I recognize this bird when I see it?” 
 
Then move on to the next bird that catches your eye and can be found in your area and do 
the same thing. (Or move on to the next bird on your list, if you are working more 
systematically.)
 
You will be amazed at how rapidly your ability to recognize birds on sight develops if you even 
give 15 minutes a day to this kind of study.
 
For the next level of study, look in the description to see if they highlight any similar birds. 
Some guides have a separate heading in the text for this, for almost every bird, and some just 
kind of bury it in the verbiage, and don’t have it for every bird. When it is there though, it 
makes sense, at least on you second or third time through the the guide, or at times when you 
have more time to study, to look up the similar birds and just ask yourself, “how would I tell 
these two apart?”  
 
One of the advantages of using a birding app for study is they often supply links to the those 
similar birds, so finding them and getting back to your original is just a matter of a few clicks 
or touches. Some apps (Sibley) will even display two species on the same page so you can 
compare the drawings directly. For learning, as long as you don’t get bogged down in the 
details yet, this is ideal. Remember, you are learning those cues that will allow you to 
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recognize and differentiate the birds on sight…not the field marks needed for definitive 
identification off visually and behaviorally almost identical birds. 
 
Then too, a birding app will sort out just the birds of your state or region, sometime even 
present you with just the birds you are likely to see locally. That can be a big help when you 
first start out. Location. Location. Location. (This also applies to your birding trips, when you 
get to stage of the birding disease where you begin to plan day-trips and vacations around 
the birds you might see…the apps will sort you a set of birds that you can study without 
studying every bird in North America…or Africa, for that matter.)
 
Another advantage of the apps, as we covered under precept 4 near the end, is that if you use 
the AI recognition engine that most have built in, entering the information you need in most 
will teach you to be looking for the right set of cues in the field. It will teach you to think and 
see like a better birder. This is good. 
 
I already encouraged you to buy as many bird books and apps as you can find (and afford). 
They come in handy to scatter around the house and in the car, as mentioned above, but they 
also serve a good function in the next phase of your study. This is where you compare the 
illustrations and descriptions in one field guide or app to the illustrations and descriptions of 
the species you are studying in another field guide or app. No two authors or illustrators…or 
birders for that matter…will see any bird exactly the same. Some field guides, like the 
National Geographic, were compiled and reviewed by a committee…so they are perhaps 
more generic…but many of the best guides feature the work and impressions of a single 
birder. Each book or app will have something to teach you about each species. And, I can’t 
remind you of this often enough, you are looking for the things about each species that will 
help you to name the bird on sight. The features pointed out as field marks may or may not 
help your instant recognition. And the things that stand out to someone else may not be the 
things that stand out to you at all. It is your eye and brain being trained.
 
You are training you eye and your brain to pay attention to the kind of cues better birds use to 
recognize birds on sight. Once you begin to see and think like a better birder, it will enrich the 
time you spend with your field guides, books, and apps, and it will totally transform your time 
in the field.
 
In the field, every time you see a bird, whether it is the first time you have seen it, or the 
10,000th, pay attention to how it looks: size, basic colors, noticeable patterns, proportions…
how it presents itself…how it moves…how it forages…and ask yourself “What am I seeing 
that will help me to better recognize and name this bird the next time I see it?” The the more 
time you spend in the field, the more natural and automatic this kind of observation and study 
will become…until you are not thinking about it all any more: you are just always naming birds 
more easily. You are becoming a better birder. 
 
 
                                                                   …
 
You would think that if I am right about how better birder’s recognize birds, there would be at 
least a few field guides, books, or apps that would make use of the this set of recognition 
cues as they illustrate and describe birds. This information is leaking into traditional field 
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guides with each new guide or revision of an old guide, and there have been a few attempts 
to formalize this method of bird recognition that have provided at least some examples of how 
it might be used in the field, and at least one book attempting to teach a very similar way of 
thinking about birding. Check the 7 Fold Path to Better Birding on-line annex for current 
recommendations. 
 
However no one has yet produced a field guide that consistently or systematically presents 
the recognition cues and, especially the tells, that better birders use to name the birds they 
see.
 
I am not going to do that either. Where would be the fun in that? What I will do is to present a 
kind of workbook approach. The workbook pages use a system of icons and graphics to 
guide you to look for the right recognition cues as you learn your birds. Though a bit of poking 
around on the internet will convince you that the old education chestnut about what 
percentage we remember of what we read, hear, see, and do actually has no scientific basis, 
it still makes sense to me that most of us remember more of what see and do than of what we 
hear and read…so my workbook pages give you visual icons and graphics and encourage 
you to use them to sort our your impressions of each species as you learn it.
 
Remember, except for size, all the visual recognition cues are in relationship to the size of the 
body. When we say long tail, we don’t mean in comparison with other birds…we mean in 
comparison to the size of the body…etc. PDFs of these pages are available on the 7 Fold 
Path on-line annex, or you can buy a printed workbook on Amazon.com. 
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Common Name						Species
 
__________________________________________.      ___________________________________
 
Family￼￼￼
Local    Region: 
 
 
 
 
 
Habitat￼￼
Size
 
 
 
 
 
Proportions
￼
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Beak￼
Flight pattern￼
Foraging￼
 
Perching￼e￼
basic color: _______________________________________________________________________________________
 
Tells: 
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Let’s work through one together. How about the Purple Finch?
 
Enter the name and the scientific name which you have from your field guide or app. 
 
You should have a type bird for finches…if not, why not make the Purple Finch, assuming that it 
occurs in your area, your type bird for finches. At any rate, circle the Finch like icon under Family. That 
is an easy one.
 
Next if it is local to you (and if you are studying it, it should be, unless you are about to go somewhere 
where it is), check the local box. You can also color in the Range map in as much detail as you want. I 
generally just mark the region where I am currently observing the bird.
 
Remember as you are working through the workbook page, you only need to record those things that 
stand out to you about the bird…you are trying to build and reinforce recognition cues…not to create 
a field guide page, or a complete portrait of the bird. 
 
Then circle a Habitat. It is possible that from reading the description in the field guide or app, or from 
you own experience, you already know that you can find it in several of the habitats pictured. Circle 
them all. You would probably not be circling Marsh for a Purple Finch…but say it was a Song Sparrow 
you were studying…then you might put an “F” over marsh to indicate it inhabits fresh water marshes…
while you might mark an “S” over a Tern species to indicate a salt water marsh. For the Purple Finch, I 
would probably mark Forest Edge and Yard, and possibly Feeder…since that is were I am most likely 
to see them.
 
Size: don’t be afraid to mark between the icons if that is a more accurate representation of the size of 
the bird. Purple Finch is “Sparrow” sized. 
 
Proportions: all things are relative…in a bird, relative to the over-all size of the bird…and among birds. 
relative to similar species. The Purple Finch is, for a finch, chunky (as opposed to the very similar 
House Finch…which is more slender). This is a good recognition cue for Purple Finch. There is nothing 
about the wings, legs, or tail of the Purple Finch that stands out to me, so I would just circle the 
Chunky ikon here. 
 
Beak: beak shape is a tell for all finches. They all have conical bills, almost as wide at the base as they 
are long (with the exception, as noted under Precept 4, of the Pine Siskin, that has an almost Warbler-
like beak, certainly sharper than any other finch). Here we would circle Conical.
 
Flight Pattern: the flight pattern is one of the biggest tells for any finch. They all fly flap and glide…
beating their wings a few beats and rising in the air, then gliding slightly down, then flapping again. 
Definitely the flap and glide icon gets circled. 
 
Foraging: You might very well have Purple Finches at your backyard feeders…so you know already 
that they are voracious seed eaters (and among the messiest eaters ever!). If you observe them away 
from the feeders you will see them mostly foraging for seed on the ground, and occasionally in trees. I 
would circle both picking seeds and on the ground here.  
 
Perching: Purple Finches are almost always very alert, even when perched. 
 
Basic Colors. You can write in your impressions here or mark the color chart with a P for primary and 
an S for secondary…if that is, the colors will help you to recognize the bird.  
 
Tells: As I mentioned under Precept 4, the primary Purple Finch tells for me, behind the ones that just 
tell me it is finch, are the bruise-purple color of the males, the distinct cheek patch pattern on the head 
of both males and females, and the bold, distinct gray on gray streaking on the breast of the females. 
Again, you learn the tells by asking yourself “what about this bird is different enough to remember and 
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recognize consistently in the field?” It is a mind-set…a way of looking at birds that will have you 
naming birds on sight in no time at all…well, some time at all…but not as long as you might think. 
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Smartest!
 
We have the world’s smartest
Bluebirds in our yard. No really.
The world’s smartest. Bluebirds.
Not only have they learned to
eat sunflower seeds, picking
the kernels out of the shell
as though they were nuthatches,
but I just saw one hover
in front of the suet feeder and
grab a big yellow chunk
on the wing. It dropped down
to sit on a branch and regain its
balance and then flew off with
its prize. Smart? I tell you...smart!
Now if they would only find
the bluebird house I put up 
for them 4 years ago, and that 
wrens nested in last year. So
maybe not so smart after all.
(Or maybe they just have
more comfortable digs already
established in some neighbor’s 
yard up or down the street.)
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7 Fold Path to Better Birding
Learning to name birds on sight!
 
Precept 7: Enjoy!￼
 
Always remember that birding, even better birding…especially better birding…is supposed to 
be fun. If you are not enjoying looking at birds and learning to name them on sight, then there 
is really no point in doing it. I am sure there have been scientific studies (social science that is) 
to try to determine why humans enjoy birding, but I don’t have to read them to know why I do 
it. It is fun. I get a great deal of satisfaction being out in nature, awake and aware of what is 
going on around me…and birding is an excuse for the first, and incentive for the second. And 
at my age (really at any age) birding makes an excellent reason to pause on the trail and catch 
your breath. “I am not taking a rest break…I am birding!” 
 
(The folks at Apple and Garmin and Fitbit need to write a birding activity program for fitness 
trackers. As it is the closest thing is outdoor walk, and if you set it to that, the tracker will ask 
if you are finished with the activity every time you take too much time looking at a bird…and 
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that will be often. Come on, guys, get with program. We birders are active too…just not in any 
way your algorithms recognize.)￼￼
 
But honestly what keeps me birding is the beauty and the wonder of birds. Birds, with their 
bright colors and intricate plumage patters…with their feast of texture and detail…with forms 
that go well beyond function…are simply beautiful. And they are so active…so intent on the 
business of being a bird and so busy doing what birds do…that they are a delight to watch…
on any given day at any given time…and as the seasons progress and the yearly cycle of 
courtship, nesting, and raising young goes round again. And they fly…something we can only 
do with a lot of mechanical help…and many of them sing as only the most talented human 
being can. There is wonder in birds…wonder in watching birds…wonder in seeing enough of 
them to be able to name them on sight.
 
And they are everywhere. You can see 
amazing birds in the backyard, or you can 
travel to Central America or Africa to be 
amazed. The birds are always there to 
meet you. 
 
And never overlook the community 
aspect of birding. Birders are a 
fellowship…a family…a community…a 
congregation. Some of the nicest folks 
you will ever meet. For the most part, 
awake, aware, outwardly focused, 
generous, kind, and helpful. Most care 
deeply for the earth we live on and are 
part of. Birds, for many, are just their 
touch point for a love of life itself that 
makes them people worth knowing…
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worth spending time with. Oh yeah, there are a few creepy birders, and some hyper-
competitive types…but they are, by far, the exception that proves the rule. Birders are good 
folk. You can feel both proud and satisfied to be among their number. And especially to be a 
better birder. 
 
Then too, most of the places 
people go to bird are great 
places to be (aside, perhaps, 
from the local landfills and 
sewage treatment plants…
and even those often have 
their good points). Birds 
enjoy places with a rich and 
varied environment…and so 
do most humans. If you 
travel for birding, it will take 
you some amazing places. 
And when you are ready to 
travel, there is whole birding 
and natural history travel 
industry out there, ready and 
willing to serve. You can find 
organized trips to almost any place you might want to go…to see any birds you might want to 
see. And when you travel, again, birds can be your touchstone to the whole rich panorama of 
natural life…wildlife, plants and flowers, stunning landscapes. There is always more to enjoy 
than just the birds. And you will find, that for some reason, the lodges, especially in Central 
and South America, that cater to birders, have some of the best food going. They always feed 
you too much, especially when you are facing 5 AM birding starts most days. As usual, you 
will find recommended tour company links in the 7 Fold Path to Better Birding on-line annex.  
 
So get out there (or set right here with your birding books if it is that kind of day), and learn to 
name birds on sight…learn to be a better birder. 
 
That is the whole reason for the 7 Fold Path! 
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The 7 Fold Path to Better Birding
 
	Don’t bother the birds

	Ears before eyes, eyes before binoculars

	Bird a lot

	Attempt to name every bird you see

	Study

	Keep records

	Enjoy
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Eastern Bluebird Sialia sallis length 7" (18cm)

Medium sized thrush. Males unmistakebly deep blue with
bright brick chest and while belly. Females just slightly
duler overall. Juveniles with biue highlights in the head
and wings, and a boldly speckled gray on gray breast and
belly. Habitat: yards, meadows, famlands, open forest.
Habits: cavity nester, using old woodpecker nest holes, or,
increasingly, man-made nesting boxes. (Nest boxes had
contributed 1o a resurgence of this declining species).
Hunts insects in the open from a perch. Pounces and
often pursues. Comes to meal-worms at feeders
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