How to Get Started as a Birder

by Christian Walker, founder of CTYBC

Field Trip Conduct:  When we are on field trips, the best attitude is one of sharp attention and quiet.  The best way to be finding birds is to be looking for them: not playing around or having unrelated conversations.  If you see a bird, speak up!  Point it out, and most importantly, try to identify it.  One of the main tenets of the mission of this club is to enable all of our members to be able to identify birds.  The best way for you to learn how to do this is to do it yourself.  Try to arrive on time to field trips, and bring binoculars.  And have fun!

Gear:  The two most important things a birder needs are a pair of binoculars and a field guide.  A notebook for writing down lists and notes is also very important.  
Binoculars: Binoculars are perhaps the most useful piece of equipment for a birder.  There are many brands our there, typically with the least expensive

being around $100 to $150.  Typically the more expensive a pair of binoculars are, the better they are.  Stores like Cabela’s and Academy have a large variety and you can compare and contrast different brands in the store.  Any pair will work, but if you feel that you’re really interested in birding and want to take the responsibility to invest in and care for a high-quality pair of binoculars, go for it.  Top of the line Brunton, Zeiss, Swarovski, and Leica are a lot more expensive: typically above $1000.  The numbers advertised with the binoculars refer to the magnification and width of the objective lens.  For example, 8x42, the typical size for beginner birders, means the binoculars bring you 8 times closer to the bird you’re looking at and the lenses at the end of the binocular (where you don’t put your eyes to) have a width of 42 mm.  It tells you how much light can come into the binoculars.  The best way to learn how to use your binoculars is to keep your eyes fixed on an object and slowly bring your binoculars up to your eyes without moving your eyes from the Blue Grosbeak, or whatever you happen to be looking at.  If you practice this whenever you use your binoculars, you will soon be able to get on birds zooming overhead or raptors on the far edge of the horizon.  
Field Guides: Field guides are on the whole very personal items: you should use the one that fits into your back pocket, the one that has the best photos, or the one that you like best.  In my experience, the three best field guides out there are the newer Peterson’s, the Sibley Guide, and the National Geographic Guide.  What all these guides have in common is that all of the pictures are artwork.  I do not like to use photographic guides because they often seem misleading, especially as regards to the relative size of the birds pictured on a page.  


A field guide is an identification aid, and aside from the pictures, I think the most important part is the range maps.  So many people (including me) have, when they first start out birding, become confused over identification because they didn’t look at the range maps.  They wonder whether they are looking at a Carolina or a Black-capped Chickadee, when they could easily eliminate Black-capped by the range alone: Black-capped Chickadees are a northern bird, almost never coming farther south than Missouri and the Appalachian Mountains.  If you’re in Texas, you can easily assume you’re looking at a Carolina.   


The other point I cannot stress enough is to get to know your field guide.  Know where the hawks are.  Know that warblers are at the back of the book and vireos are at in the middle.  I learned so much very quickly because I would spend hours paging through my Sibley’s, dreaming about exotic hummingbirds, exclaiming over the Great Gray Owls, trying to figure out the differences between the Myiarchus flycatchers, and visualizing vast birding trips encompassing the entire US.  My point is, looking through the books at home will solidify and support what you see and learn in the field.  
Other Gear:  Field notebooks are very important for keeping a list of birds you see in the field and making notes and sketches of your observations.  When just getting started it may seem like a lot to be trying to find the bird in your binoculars, identify it in your field guide, and writing it down and even making a sketch or notes on it, you will eventually want to keep a record of the birds you see, the places you go, and more detailed observations of some birds.  That is when you start bringing a notebook or sketchbook with you along with your bins and field guide.  I personally write a list of birds I see in one notebook, and have a special field notebook wherein I sketch and make notes of interesting birds/observations.  Notebooks are surely the most personalized of birding gear.  There is no best way; by experimenting and trying different things you will eventually find the way that works best for you.  Typically you want something small that you can easily fit in a bag or pocket, but again: whatever works best for you personally is the best.  


Also, be sure to bring personal items such as a water bottle, a snack, sunscreen/bug spray as needed/desired.  Typically it’s best to wear close-toed shoes and pants, but don’t take my attire as an example.  

