
 

Northern Cardinal 

 

 

 

The male Northern Cardinal is perhaps responsible for getting more people to open up a field guide 

than any other bird. They’re a perfect combination of familiarity, conspicuousness, and style: a 

shade of red you can’t take your eyes off. Even the brown females sport a sharp crest and warm red 

accents. Cardinals don’t migrate and they don’t molt into a dull plumage, so they’re still breathtaking 

in winter’s snowy backyards. In summer, their sweet whistles are one of the first sounds of the 

morning. 

 Size & Shape 

The Northern Cardinal is a fairly large, long-tailed songbird with a short, very thick bill 

and a prominent crest. Cardinals often sit with a hunched-over posture and with the tail 

pointed straight down. 

 Color Pattern 

Male cardinals are brilliant red all over, with a reddish bill and black face immediately 

around the bill. Females are pale brown overall with warm reddish tinges in the wings, 

tail, and crest. They have the same black face and red-orange bill. 

 Behavior 

Northern Cardinals tend to sit low in shrubs and trees or forage on or near the ground, 

often in pairs. They are common at bird feeders but may be inconspicuous away from 

them, at least until you learn their loud, metallic chip note. 

 Habitat 

Look for Northern Cardinals in inhabited areas such as backyards, parks, woodlots, and 

shrubby forest edges. Northern Cardinals nest in dense tangles of shrubs and vines. 
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Black-capped Chickadee 

 

 

A bird almost universally considered “cute” thanks to its oversized round head, tiny body, and 

curiosity about everything, including humans. The chickadee’s black cap and bib; white cheeks; gray 

back, wings, and tail; and whitish underside with buffy sides are distinctive. Its habit of investigating 

people and everything else in its home territory, and quickness to discover bird feeders, make it one 

of the first birds most people learn. 

 Size & Shape 

This tiny bird has a short neck and large head, giving it a distinctive, rather spherical 

body shape. It also has a long, narrow tail and a short bill a bit thicker than a warbler’s 

but thinner than a finch’s. 

 Color Pattern 

The cap and bib are black, the cheeks white, the back soft gray, the wing feathers gray 

edged with white, and the underparts soft buffy on the sides grading to white beneath. 

The cap extends down just beyond the black eyes, making the small eyes tricky to see. 

 Behavior 

Black-capped Chickadees seldom remain at feeders except to grab a seed to eat 

elsewhere. They are acrobatic and associate in flocks—the sudden activity when a flock 

arrives is distinctive. They often fly across roads and open areas one at a time with a 

bouncy flight. 

 Habitat 

Chickadees may be found in any habitat that has trees or woody shrubs, from forests 

and woodlots to residential neighborhoods and parks, and sometimes weedy fields and 

cattail marshes. They frequently nest in birch or alder trees. 

 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Black-capped_Chickadee/id 
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American Goldfinch 

 

 

 

This handsome little finch, the state bird of New Jersey, Iowa, and Washington, is welcome and 

common at feeders, where it takes primarily sunflower and nyjer. Goldfinches often flock with Pine 

Siskins and Common Redpolls. Spring males are brilliant yellow and shiny black with a bit of white. 

Females and all winter birds are more dull but identifiable by their conical bill; pointed, notched tail; 

wingbars; and lack of streaking. During molts they look bizarrely patchy. 

 Size & Shape 

A small finch with a short, conical bill and a small, head, long wings, and short, notched 

tail. 

 Color Pattern 

Adult males in spring and early summer are bright yellow with black forehead, black 

wings with white markings, and white patches both above and beneath the tail. Adult 

females are duller yellow beneath, olive above. Winter birds are drab, unstreaked 

brown, with blackish wings and two pale wingbars. 

 Behavior 

These are active and acrobatic little finches that cling to weeds and seed socks, and 

sometimes mill about in large numbers at feeders or on the ground beneath them. 

Goldfinches fly with a bouncy, undulating pattern and often call in flight, drawing 

attention to themselves. 

 Habitat 

The goldfinch’s main natural habitats are weedy fields and floodplains, where plants 

such as thistles and asters are common. They’re also found in cultivated areas, 

roadsides, orchards, and backyards. American Goldfinches can be found at feeders any 

time of year, but most abundantly during winter. 
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Red-Breasted Nuthatch 

 

 

 

An intense bundle of energy at your feeder, Red-breasted Nuthatches are tiny, active birds of north 

woods and western mountains. These long-billed, short-tailed songbirds travel through tree canopies 

with chickadees, kinglets, and woodpeckers but stick to tree trunks and branches, where they search 

bark furrows for hidden insects. Their excitable yank-yank calls sound like tiny tin horns being 

honked in the treetops. 

 Size & Shape 

A small, compact bird with a sharp expression accentuated by its long, pointed bill. Red-

breasted Nuthatches have very short tails and almost no neck; the body is plump or barrel-

chested, and the short wings are very broad. 

 Color Pattern 

Red-breasted Nuthatches are blue-gray birds with strongly patterned heads: a black cap and 

stripe through the eye broken up by a white stripe over the eye. The underparts are rich 

rusty-cinnamon, paler in females. 

 Behavior 

Red-breasted Nuthatches move quickly over trunks and branches probing for food in 

crevices and under flakes of bark. They creep up, down, and sideways without regard for 

which way is up, and they don’t lean against their tail the way woodpeckers do. Flight is short 

and bouncy. 

 Habitat 

Red-breasted Nuthatches are mainly birds of coniferous woods and mountains. Look for 

them among spruce, fir, pine, hemlock, larch, and western red cedar as well as around 

aspens and poplars. In northeastern North America you can also find them in forests of oak, 

hickory, maple, birch, and other deciduous trees. 

 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-Breasted_Nuthatch/id   
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Blue Jay 

 

 

This common, large songbird is familiar to many people, with its perky crest; blue, white, and black 

plumage; and noisy calls. Blue Jays are known for their intelligence and complex social systems with 

tight family bonds. Their fondness for acorns is credited with helping spread oak trees after the last 

glacial period. 

 

 Size & Shape 

Large crested songbird with broad, rounded tail. Blue Jays are smaller than crows, larger 

than robins. 

 Color Pattern 

White or light gray underneath, various shades of blue, black, and white above.  

 Behavior 

Blue Jays make a large variety of calls that carry long distances. Most calls produced while 

the jay is perched within a tree. Usually flies across open areas silently, especially during 

migration. Stuffs food items in throat pouch to cache elsewhere; when eating, holds a seed 

or nut in feet and pecks it open. 

 Habitat 

Blue Jays are birds of forest edges. A favorite food is acorns, and they are often found near 

oaks, in forests, woodlots, towns, cities, parks. 

 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Blue_Jay/id 
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Cedar Waxwing 

 

 

A treat to find in your binocular viewfield, the Cedar Waxwing is a silky, shiny collection of brown, 

gray, and lemon-yellow, accented with a subdued crest, rakish black mask, and brilliant-red wax 

droplets on the wing feathers. In fall these birds gather by the hundreds to eat berries, filling the air 

with their high, thin, whistles. In summer you’re as likely to find them flitting about over rivers in 

pursuit of flying insects, where they show off dazzling aeronautics for a forest bird. 

 Size & Shape 

The Cedar Waxwing is a medium-sized, sleek bird with a large head, short neck, and short, 

wide bill. Waxwings have a crest that often lies flat and droops over the back of the head. 

The wings are broad and pointed, like a starling’s. The tail is fairly short and square-tipped. 

 Color Pattern 

Cedar Waxwings are pale brown on the head and chest fading to soft gray on the wings. The 

belly is pale yellow, and the tail is gray with a bright yellow tip. The face has a narrow black 

mask neatly outlined in white. The red waxy tips to the wing feathers are not always easy to 

see. 

 Behavior 

Cedar Waxwings are social birds that you’re likely to see in flocks year-round. They sit in 

fruiting trees swallowing berries whole, or pluck them in mid-air with a brief fluttering hover. 

They also course over water for insects, flying like tubby, slightly clumsy swallows. 

 Habitat 

Look for Cedar Waxwings in woodlands of all kinds, and at farms, orchards, and suburban 

gardens where there are fruiting trees or shrubs. 
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House Sparrow 

 

 

You can find House Sparrows most places where there are houses (or other buildings), and few 

places where there aren’t. Along with two other introduced species, the European Starling and the 

Rock Pigeon, these are some of our most common birds. Their constant presence outside our doors 

makes them easy to overlook, and their tendency to displace native birds from nest boxes causes 

some people to resent them. But House Sparrows, with their capacity to live so intimately with us, 

are just beneficiaries of our own success. 

 Size & Shape 

House Sparrows aren’t related to other North American sparrows, and they’re differently 

shaped. House Sparrows are chunkier, fuller in the chest, with a larger, rounded head, 

shorter tail, and stouter bill than most American sparrows. 

 Color Pattern 

Male House Sparrows are brightly colored birds with gray heads, white cheeks, a black bib, 

and rufous neck – although in cities you may see some that are dull and grubby. Females 

are a plain buffy-brown overall with dingy gray-brown underparts. Their backs are noticeably 

striped with buff, black, and brown. 

 Behavior 

House Sparrows are noisy sparrows that flutter down from eaves and fencerows to hop and 

peck at crumbs or birdseed. Look for them flying in and out of nest holes hidden behind shop 

signs or in traffic lights, or hanging around parking lots waiting for crumbs and picking insects 

off car grills. 

 Habitat 

House Sparrows have lived around humans for centuries. Look for them on city streets, 

taking handouts in parks and zoos, or cheeping from a perch on your roof or trees in your 

yard. House Sparrows are absent from undisturbed forests and grasslands, but they’re 

common in countryside around farmsteads. 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/House_Sparrow/id 
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Purple Finch  

 

 

The Purple Finch is the bird that Roger Tory Peterson famously described as a “sparrow dipped in 

raspberry juice.” For many of us, they’re irregular winter visitors to our feeders, although these 

chunky, big-beaked finches do breed in northern North America and the West Coast. Separating 

them from House Finches requires a careful look, but the reward is a delicately colored, cleaner 

version of that red finch. Look for them in forests, too, where you’re likely to hear their warbling song 

from the highest parts of the trees. 

 Size & Shape 

Among the small forest birds like chickadees, kinglets, and nuthatches, Purple Finches are 

large and chunky. Their powerful, conical beaks are larger than any sparrow’s. The tail 

seems short and is clearly notched at the tip. 

 Color Pattern 

Male Purple Finches are delicate pink-red on the head and breast, mixing with brown on the 

back and cloudy white on the belly. Female Purple Finches have no red. They are coarsely 

streaked below, with strong facial markings including a whitish eyestripe and a dark line 

down the side of the throat. 

 Behavior 

Purple Finches readily come to feeders for black oil sunflower seeds. You’ll also see them in 

forests, where they can be noisy but hard to see as they forage high in trees. In winter they 

may descend to eat seeds from plants and stalks in weedy fields. Their flight is undulating. 

 Habitat 

Purple Finches breed mainly in coniferous forests or mixed deciduous and coniferous woods. 

During winter you can find them in a wider variety of habitats, including shrublands, old 

fields, forest edges, and backyards. 
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Tufted Titmouse 

 

 

A little gray bird with an echoing voice, the Tufted Titmouse is common in eastern deciduous forests 

and a frequent visitor to feeders. The large black eyes, small, round bill, and brushy crest gives 

these birds a quiet but eager expression that matches the way they flit through canopies, hang from 

twig-ends, and drop in to bird feeders. When a titmouse finds a large seed, you’ll see it carry the 

prize to a perch and crack it with sharp whacks of its stout bill. 

 Size & Shape 

Tufted Titmice look large among the small birds that come to feeders, an impression that 

comes from their large head and eye, thick neck, and full bodies. The pointed crest and stout 

bill help identify titmice even in silhouette.  

 Color Pattern 

Soft silvery gray above and white below, with a rusty or peach-colored wash down the flanks. 

A black patch just above the bill makes the bird look snub-nosed. 

 Behavior 

Tufted Titmice are acrobatic foragers, if a bit slower and more methodical than chickadees. 

They often flock with chickadees, nuthatches, and woodpeckers and are regular visitors to 

feeders, where they are assertive over smaller birds. Their flight tends to be fluttery but level 

rather than undulating. 

 Habitat 

You’ll find Tufted Titmice in most eastern woodlands below 2,000 feet elevation, including 

deciduous and evergreen forests. Tufted Titmice are also common visitors at feeders and 

can be found in backyards, parks, and orchards. 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Tufted_Titmouse/id 
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House Finch 

 

 

 

The House Finch is a recent introduction from western into eastern North America (and Hawaii), but 

it has received a warmer reception than other arrivals like the European Starling and House 

Sparrow. That’s partly due to the cheerful red head and breast of males, and to the bird’s long, 

twittering song, which can now be heard in most of the neighborhoods of the continent. If you 

haven’t seen one recently, chances are you can find one at the next bird feeder you come across. 

 Size & Shape 

House Finches are small-bodied finches with fairly large beaks and somewhat long, flat 

heads. The wings are short, making the tail seem long by comparison. Many finches have 

distinctly notched tails, but the House Finch has a relatively shallow notch in its tail. 

 Color Pattern 

Adult males are rosy red around the face and upper breast, with streaky brown back, belly 

and tail. In flight, the red rump is conspicuous. Adult females aren’t red; they are plain 

grayish-brown with thick, blurry streaks and an indistinctly marked face. 

 Behavior 

House Finches are gregarious birds that collect at feeders or perch high in nearby trees. 

When they’re not at feeders, they feed on the ground, on weed stalks, or in trees. They move 

fairly slowly and sit still as they shell seeds by crushing them with rapid bites. Flight is 

bouncy, like many finches. 

 Habitat 

House Finches frequent city parks, backyards, urban centers, farms, and forest edges 

across the continent. In the western U.S., you’ll also find House Finches in their native 

habitats of deserts, grassland, chaparral, and open woods. 
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White-breasted Nuthatch 

 

 

A common feeder bird with clean black, gray, and white markings, White-breasted Nuthatches are 

active, agile little birds with an appetite for insects and large, meaty seeds. They get their common 

name from their habit of jamming large nuts and acorns into tree bark, then whacking them with their 

sharp bill to “hatch” out the seed from the inside. White-breasted Nuthatches may be small but their 

voices are loud, and often their insistent nasal yammering will lead you right to them. 

 Size & Shape 

The largest nuthatch, this is still a small bird with a large head and almost no neck. The tail is 

very short, and the long, narrow bill is straight or slightly upturned. 

 Color Pattern 

White-breasted Nuthatches are gray-blue on the back, with a frosty white face and 

underparts. The black or gray cap and neck frame the face and make it look like this bird is 

wearing a hood. The lower belly and under the tail are often chestnut. 

 Behavior 

White-breasted Nuthatches are agile birds that creep along trunks and large branches, 

probing into bark furrows with their straight, pointed bills. Like other nuthatches, they often 

turn sideways and upside down on vertical surfaces as they forage. They don’t lean against 

their tails the way woodpeckers do. 

 Habitat 

White-breasted Nuthatches are birds of mature woods and woodland edges. They’re 

particularly associated with deciduous stands, including maple, hickory, basswood, and oak, 

though they can be found in some coniferous forests. 
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Chipping Sparrow 

 

 

A crisp, pretty sparrow whose bright rufous cap both provides a splash of color and makes adults 

fairly easy to identify. Chipping Sparrows are common across North America wherever trees are 

interspersed with grassy openings. Their loud, trilling songs are one of the most common sounds of 

spring woodlands and suburbs. 

 Size & Shape 

The Chipping Sparrow is a slender, fairly long-tailed sparrow with a medium-sized bill that is 

a bit small for a sparrow. Learning the shape of this classic Spizella sparrow is a key step in 

mastering sparrow identification. 

 Color Pattern 

Summer Chipping Sparrows look clean and crisp, with frosty underparts, pale face, black line 

through the eye, topped off with a bright rusty crown. In winter, Chipping Sparrows are 

subdued, buff brown, with darkly streaked upperparts. The black line through the eye is still 

visible, and the cap is a warm but more subdued reddish brown. 

 Behavior 

Chipping Sparrows feed on the ground, take cover in shrubs, and sing from the tops of small 

trees (often evergreens). You’ll often see loose groups of them flitting up from open ground. 

When singing, they cling to high outer limbs. On the ground they hop or run through grasses 

searching for seeds. 

 Habitat 

Look for Chipping Sparrows in open woodlands and forests with grassy clearings across 

North America. You’ll also see them in parks, along roadsides, and in your backyard, 

particularly if you have feeders and trees. 
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