
Whether it’s a whistle, a chirp, a trill, 
or a “wichety-wichety,” songbirds around 
the world sure know how to make a joyful 
noise! With this field guide as your 
companion, you will learn about the 
habitats and behaviors of 20 different 
songbirds, each of them 
so different and yet 
so beautiful. The more 
you discover about these 
fascinating creatures, the
more you will want to grab 
a pair of binoculars and meet 
the songbirds in your 
own backyard!
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AAMERICAN MERICAN GGOLDFINCHOLDFINCH

SCIENTIFIC  SCIENTIFIC  
NAMENAME

Spinus tristis

DIETDIET
Mostly seeds;  

also buds, bark,  
tree sap

HABITATHABITAT
Thistle plants,  

weedy areas, edges  
of woods, suburban  
areas with feeders

MIGRATIONMIGRATION
North America;  
migrates from  

Canada to US and  
from US to Mexico



AMERICAN GOLDFINCHESAMERICAN GOLDFINCHES are the vegetarians of the bird world, eating only an occasional insect.  
Their beaks are made to crack seeds, and their nimble feet are able to grasp grasses, seeds, and small 
buds. When invading cowbirds lay their eggs in goldfinch nests, their young may hatch but rarely  
survive on the regurgitated all-seed diet of these birds.

Look at the picture of the male in winter, which appears nearly identical to the female.  
When they molt (lose old feathers) in the spring, vibrant yellow feathers, a stark black cap, 
and black and white feathers replace the brown. No matter the season, the American  
goldfinch can be identified by its pointed tail with a notch in the middle, as well as its  
wing bars (the white streaks that go across a bunch of wing feathers).

MALE AND FEMALE GOLDFINCHMALE AND FEMALE GOLDFINCHMALE IN WINTERMALE IN WINTER
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AAMERICAN MERICAN GGOLDFINCHOLDFINCH



MIGRATIONMIGRATION
Summer in Alaska and  

western Canada; migrates  
into northwestern US  

in winter; Eurasia

HABITATHABITAT
Evergreen 

forests, usually  
near water

DIETDIET
Insects in summer;  

fruit and berries  
in fall and winter

SCIENTIFIC  SCIENTIFIC  
NAMENAME

Bombycilla  
garrulus

BBOHEMIANOHEMIAN
WWAXWINGAXWING
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THE FIRST PART OF THIS BIRD’S NAMETHE FIRST PART OF THIS BIRD’S NAME refers to its social, free-spirited, nomad-like behavior. In the fall and  
winter, they fly around in flocks in search of fruit trees and berry bushes. They can be heard by their high-pitched 
trill and may show up unpredictably in an orchard or garden to feed. In the summer, they feed on insects, watching 
from a high limb, then fly out and catch them midair.

Waxwing refers to the waxy red 
tips on its wings. The older the 

bird, the larger the red tips.  
Notice the prominent crest on its 
head, as well as the peachy blush 
color surrounding its black mask. 
Also striking are the yellow tips  
on its wings and tail. Point out  
the two white “rectangles” on  
each wing, as well as the rust- 
colored feathers under the tail.

BBOHEMIANOHEMIAN
WWAXWINGAXWING
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MIGRATIONMIGRATION
Parts of Bhutan, China,  

India, Myanmar, and  
Nepal; does not migrate

HABITATHABITAT
Bamboo,  

rhododendron  
forest

DIETDIET
Insects, spiders,  

fruit, nectar,  
tree sap

SCIENTIFIC  SCIENTIFIC  
NAMENAME

Myzornis  
pyrrhoura

FFIRE-TAILEDIRE-TAILED
MMYZORNISYZORNIS
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EITHER ALONE OR IN GROUPS UP TO 30,EITHER ALONE OR IN GROUPS UP TO 30, this 
little bird forages in shrubs and bushes for food or  
sometimes in trees, gleaning insects from moss and 
bark. It can also be found hovering in front of flowers 
for nectar or drinking the sap from tree trunks. Male 
and female look very similar, but the male’s head is  
a more vibrant green.

Look at the unique scallop design on the 
forehead. The black around its eyes makes 
it look fierce, with its pointed black beak. 
Notice how the “fire” in its tail feathers 
helps it to camouflage as it drinks nectar 
from the red flower. Point out any black 

and white that you see.
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SCIENTIFIC  SCIENTIFIC  
NAMENAME

Passerina cyanea

DIETDIET
Mostly insects and 
seeds; also spiders,  

berries

HABITATHABITAT
Brushy edges of  

farmland, swamps,  
edges of roads and  

railroads

MIGRATIONMIGRATION
Southern Canada to  

Florida to breed,  
winters in southern  
Florida to northern  

South America

26  |  INDIGO BUNTING26  |  INDIGO BUNTING

IINDIGONDIGO
BBUNTINGUNTING



MALE AND FEMALEMALE AND FEMALEMALE INDIGO BUNTINGMALE INDIGO BUNTING

IN THE SPRING AND SUMMER,IN THE SPRING AND SUMMER, these males are deep blue to attract a mate. In the winter,  
however, their plumage is mostly brown. Interestingly, the feathers of these birds have micro-structures 
that reflect blue light, much in the same way that particles in the air make the sky appear blue. Another 
interesting fact is this bird migrates at night, using the stars as its natural guidance system.

Can you see the different shades of blue on its head compared to the rest of the body? 
“Indigo” refers to the deep blue color of the head. What color would you call the body? 
Look at the picture of the male and female. Even though the female is a different color, 
what similarities do you see in the two birds?
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“Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!” The misty stillness of the spring 
morning is broken by the call. The sun has just barely begun to 
peek over the horizon, but already the marshes are coming to 
life, the tall reeds swaying sporadically in spite of the stillness. 
The reeds are hiding a secret—a unique inhabitant that has not 
been seen here in over 100 years. 

Suddenly, with a whoosh followed by the frenzied beating of 
large wings, a bird takes flight. With a wingspan of 2.28 meters 
(7.5 feet), its massive body is silhouetted against the orange sky 
of a new day, an imposing beacon in the Florida landscape.

After a few lazy glides over the marsh, it lands. Illuminated 
in the morning light, its stark white body, offset by a black 
mustache and a radiant crimson crown, is fully on display. It 
stands nearly 1.52 meters (5 feet) tall, a living relic of ancient 
days when prehistoric birds ruled the air. And like those relics, 
it almost disappeared into fable. This is the remarkable story of 
the whooping cranes, the birds that refused to go extinct. 



Long ago, the call of the whooping crane could be heard over almost every part of North America, as 
it is estimated that some 20,000 lived on the continent. In 1860, only 1,400 of these majestic creatures 
remained. By the 1940s, that number had dropped to only 15 individual birds. The reasons for this 
massive loss in population were tragically simple: overhunting, habitat loss, and urban development. 
These factors reduced whooping cranes to one migrating flock. Each spring, the whoopers would 
embark on the treacherous migration from Texas to Canada. The flock was one disease, one natural 
disaster away from extinction. Conservationists were concerned; they knew they had to act quickly to 
save these magnificent birds for future generations.



As with all of God’s creations, 
whooping cranes are wonderfully 
made. Upon hatching they use the 
process of “imprinting” to help them 
figure out what species they are. By 
imprinting on the first thing they see, 
they make deep connections with 
their parents, and it is from them that 
the hatchlings learn how to act as the 
unique birds they were born to be.



During a leisurely summer of boating, 
a Canadian naturalist found that baby 
Canada geese would actually imprint 
on him and follow him as he cruised 
around the lake in his boat. Eventually, 
they would fly right alongside him as he 
motored through the water.



Bill Lishman, an inventor and artist, saw 
this phenomenon, and it filled him with 
wonder. He owned an ultralight aircraft, 
which is basically a chair connected 
to a big fan and mounted on giant 
wings.  What if he could teach geese 
in flight to follow him in his ultralight? 
There was only one way to find out. 
He went home and excitedly told his 
family that he was going to fly in the sky 
at the head of a gaggle of geese! They 
thought the idea was a little far-fetched, 
but he started working right away in 
hopes of one day achieving his dream. 
Mr. Lishman didn’t know it then, but it 
would be a long road of trial and error, 
disappointment and learning. Three 
years later, the whir of his ultralight and 
the honking flight calls of Canada geese 
filled the sky as he and his feathered 
friends took their first flight together. He 
had done it! He was the first person in 
history to fly alongside birds—he had 
become part of the flock.



W hooping Crane Facts
• The whooping crane is the tallest bird in North America.

• Whooping cranes have black wing tips that are only visible when they are in flight.

•  Despite their massive size, adult whooping cranes only weigh about 6.8  
kilograms (15 pounds) because they have hollow bones.

•  Whooping cranes are omnivores, which means they eat both meat  
and plants. Their typical diet consists of reptiles, insects, 
small fish, seeds, berries, and marsh plants.

•  Whooping cranes can put on quite a display to attract a mate. 
They will whoop, flap their wings, toss their heads, jump up 
and down, throw grass, and even sing in duets.

•  Every summer, a whooping crane’s major wing feathers molt, 
sometimes making them incapable of flight for a short  
period.

•  A whooping crane nest will usually only have two eggs.
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