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Twelve years ago I wrote in the pages of this magazine 
about “Change and Continuity” (August 2002 issue, pp. 
312–313). In that very first editorial of mine, I reflected 

on all the birderly change of the late 20th century:

Today’s birder has at his or her disposal an arsenal of tools 
and techniques that probably couldn’t have been foreseen in 
the early years of the ABA—radar ornithology, digital pho-
tography, and downloadable birding databases among them. 
Today’s birder can separate Catharus thrushes on the basis 
of their nocturnal flight calls, distinguish among many Em-
pidonax flycatchers by sight, and confidently age most large 
Larids in the field.

I anticipated additional change:

Tomorrow’s birder may well possess 
skills, techniques, and technology that 
we cannot now imagine.

And I promised one constant:

The only thing that will be the same is 
[Birding magazine’s] continuing de-
votion to serious birding.

Let’s have some fun. Let’s take stock of 
the situation right now, in the summer 
of 2014. I won’t subject you to a his-
tory lesson. Instead, I’d be honored if 
you’d accept an invitation to rejoin me 
for a recent Big Day of mine. Along the 
way, I hope we have a chance to reflect 
on all the change and continuity in the 
past dozen years.

The phenomenon of the summer sol-
stice is noticed, in one way or an-

other, by most human inhabitants of 
the middle and higher latitudes of the 
northern hemisphere. The solstice is 
a great unifier. It brings out universal 
human ponderings, about our role and 
purpose, if any, in this universe. My an-

cestors and yours were solemn on the occasion of the sol-
stice. The solstice is trans-cultural and trans-epochal. Even 
in our hurly-burly modern life, we pause on the occasion 
of the solstice, a strange conjoining of abstract thought and 
planetary physics.

Our Boulder County, Colorado, Big Day, got under way 
at the start of astronomical dawn on Saturday, the summer 
solstice, June 21, 2014. It was 3:29 a.m. Mountain Daylight 
Time, the instant at which the sun was 18 degrees below 
the horizon. I’m OCD that way. A Common Poorwill went 
off, a Flammulated Owl hooted a few times, and a Common 
Nighthawk made a booming sound with its wings. Those 

are dandy birds, but hardly surprising in 
the pine forests of the steep foothills of 
the southern Rockies.

One of my companions that day, To-
piltzin Martínez, is about the age I was 
when I started birding. Flamm and poor-
will were lifers for Topiltzin. One of these 
days, he’ll pass the torch to a birder born 
in 2038. In moments like this, one is 
tempted to reflect on the timelessness of 
our birding traditions.

Except for those danged Violet-green 
Swallows.

The dark sky was filled with the mer-
ry twittering of night-singing swallows. 
What’s up with that? I can’t say. I don’t 
know. Until I moved to Colorado, 12 
years ago, I had no idea that Violet-green 
Swallows are on the wing, singing high 
above the silent pines, on still nights in 
early summer.

eBird Project Leader Chris Wood (more 
on eBird in a bit) told me long ago—while 
we were doing a Boulder County Big Day, 
it occurs to me—that his favorite bird is 
the Violet-green Swallow. I didn’t ask why. 
The Violet-green Swallow has become one 
of my favorite birds, too, and I’ll tell you 
why: because the species is a symbol for 
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Fig. 1. topiltzin Martínez records 
birdsong during a june 21, 2014 Big 
day in Boulder County, Colorado. 
Photo by © Ted Floyd.
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me of the capacity of birds to constantly surprise and amaze 
us. The lesson of the Violet-green Swallow is that there’s al-
ways more to learn, that old knowledge and wisdom are 
sure to pass away.

At sunrise the pines came alive with Olive-sided Flycatch-
ers. We audio-recorded a few of them (Fig. 1). I’ve up-

loaded one of the recordings to Xeno-Canto (xeno-canto.
org/184678). I also put the recording on SoundCloud 
(tinyurl.com/SoundCloud-TF-OSFl). And I made a sound 
spectrogram with Audacity (Fig. 2).

When I was Topiltzin’s age, the preceding paragraph—ev-
erything after the opening sentence, anyhow—would have 
been inconceivable. 

We photographed birds during the day, too—for exam-
ple, a Black Phoebe (Fig. 3) and a Savannah Sparrow 

(Fig. 4). These aren’t the world’s greatest photos, but check 
this out: Both images were obtained by pointing my tele-
phone at my spotting scope.

I was astonished the first time I saw a photo taken this 
way, about a decade ago. Today, such photos are utterly 
commonplace. Many of them are actually quite beautiful, 
but even aesthetically inferior images like mine can be use-
ful and educational.

For starters, photos like this can be used to document 
rare birds. The Black Phoebe is decidedly rare in Boulder 
County.

Identifying a Black Phoebe is generally straightforward, 
and one might argue that the photo doesn’t really tell you 
something your eyes and brain can’t. But how about tell-
ing the age of a Savannah Sparrow? I am confident of the 
following: Until recently, only the tiniest handful of birders 
ever bothered to try to age Savannah Sparrows seen unre-

strained in the field.
Our Big Day Savannah Spar-

row was born in 2013—an “SY,” 
as the banders say. I checked 
with molt guru Peter Pyle, just 
to make sure, and his detailed 
response confirms it (Fig. 5).

Pause for a moment, please, 
to ponder what has happened 
in recent years. Today, we point 
a telephone at a distant Savan-
nah Sparrow, obtain an image 
of the bird, transmit millions of 
pixels from the phone to a com-

puter in another state, and get a feather-by-feather analysis 
of our sparrow. And it’s not even a good photo! 

A surprising bird for our Big Day was a towhee singing 
Drink your te-e-e-e-ea! Towhees in Colorado aren’t sup-

posed to sound that way. So we audio-recorded the bird. We 
put the recording on Xeno-Canto (xeno-canto.org/184914), 
and we did something else: We eBirded it. Not only the to-
whee, but all the birds we saw (Fig. 6). And not just one 
checklist, mind you. We entered checklists for all the sites 
we visited that day (Fig. 7).

In 2002, eBird was still being beta-tested. In those early 
days, the program was understandably buggy, and I ques-
tioned whether it would catch on at all. Today, eBird is de 
rigueur. Today, we go birding, and we upload 13 separate 
eBird checklists, each one with accurate counts or estimates 
of all the birds we detected, plus field notes as appropriate, 
and links to photos and audio. That is an enormous change 
from 2002, when—let’s be honest—we ticked off the spe-

Fig. 2. these are two ways of “seeing” the song of an olive-sided Flycatcher. this bird’s song 
has been uploaded to several websites, available to anybody with an internet connection. 
Recording by © Ted Floyd.

Fig. 3. the wind was blowing, and the bird was distant. no 
problem. Point your phone in the general direction of your 
spotting scope’s ocular lens, and you have photo-docu-
mented the rare bird’s occurrence. Photo by © Ted Floyd.
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cies, got a total for the day, and were done with it.
We’ve just scraped the tip of the iceberg. Let’s proceed.
Another nice bird for us was a loudly declaiming Red-

eyed Vireo (xeno-canto.org/184870). We eBirded it, of 
course, and then something else: A few 
days later, I made a map showing the 
locations of all eBird Red-eyed Vireo 
reports for the region for the month of 
June in the past 15 years (Fig. 8). This 
map nicely shows how Red-eyed Vireos 
in June in Colorado’s northern Front 
Range metro region cluster in a narrow 
north–south band bordered on the east 
by U.S. 287 and on the west by the base 
of the steep foothills of the Rockies.

In 2002, range maps showed “winter” 
and “summer” distributions that were of-
ten off by a hundred or more miles. To-
day, we get range maps showing the ex-
act distribution of Red-eyed Vireos in the 
month of June. And if you click on the 
stickpins on the online, interactive ver-
sion of this image (sorry, can’t do that—
not yet—on the printed pages of this 
magazine), you learn a great deal more.

In 2002, our “Rufous-sided” Towhee and Red-eyed Vireo 
would have been entries on the day’s checklist, and nothing 
else. Today, both are part of a global database of ornithologi-
cal record, accessible to anybody with an internet connection.

In the early evening, we met up with teen birders Joel Such 
and Marcel Such (Fig. 9). We were at a place called Rabbit 

Mountain, with a rocky southern exposure favored by rat-
tlesnakes and spiny plants. On more than one occasion, I’ve 
mused that Rabbit Mountain would be the site of Boulder 
County’s next great bird from the canyon country of south-

central Colorado: a roadrunner or Ru-
fous-crowned Sparrow or something.

whit wheet!
Curve-billed Thrasher? Could it 

be? Here at Rabbit Mountain? We re-
corded the bird, naturally (xeno-canto.
org/184929). If you listen to the audio, 
I think you’ll agree that it’s a darned 
good match to Curve-billed Thrasher. 
The spectrogram is indistinguishable, I 
believe, from the Curve-billed Thrash-
er’s distinctive whit wheet!

Short version of the story: The bird 
almost certainly was not a Curve-billed 
Thrasher. Instead, it was likely a ven-
triloquistic and mimetic Yellow-breast-
ed Chat.

Longer version: This is a story about 
Facebook, yet another technology that 
didn’t exist back in 2002. In the days 
following my Big Day team’s discovery 

Fig. 4 (left). a dozen years ago, this would have been just a
savannah sparrow. today a feather-by-feather analysis informs 
us that it is a second-calendar-year bird. Photo by © Ted Floyd.

Fig. 5 (right). in a detailed email message, ornithologist
Peter Pyle confirms that the bird in ted Floyd’s telephone is
a second-calendar-year savannah sparrow, hatched in 2013.

Fig. 6. today many birders compile and 
submit an eBird checklist every time 
they go birding. this is a partial entry 
from one stop along the author’s Big day 
route on june 21, 2014.
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of the presumptive Yellow-breasted Chat at Rabbit Moun-
tain, the bird was discussed at some length on the Colorado 
Field Ornithologists’ group page on Facebook (Fig. 10). The 
bird in the field was a detection lasting several seconds—a 
few millipascals of sound energy, a bit of activity in the audi-
tory cortex of my brain, and it was over. The bird online was 
an entirely different matter, taking on a new and bigger life 
of its own—on Facebook, as well as Xeno-Canto, Sound-

Cloud, Twitter, Google Groups, The ABA Blog, and maybe 
other e-venues I don’t even know about.

I was new to the state in the summer of 2002, and I remem-
ber clearly the several Boulder County Big Days I did in 

my first few months in Colorado. Those Big Days seem like 
yesterday: I retain vivid memories of shorebirds on a farm 
pond, a stakeout Lewis’s Woodpecker, an early Townsend’s 
Warbler in Rocky Mountain National Park, and so forth.

Yet we have come so far. Could I have imagined in 2002 
that I would soon be photo-documenting rarities with a tele-
phone, routinely uploading high-quality audio recordings to 
a brilliant website in The Netherlands, and depositing all my 

sightings with a powerful relational database of 
geo-referenced bird observations worldwide? 
The one technology I might dimly have fore-
seen: Facebook. After all, what is the Colorado 
Field Ornithologists’ group page on Facebook 
but a glorified version of COBirds, the state’s 
venerable birding listserv? Why, COBirds dates 
all the way back to the benighted 1990s!

Now what if we extend the conversation be-
yond the technology per se? What if we con-
sider the very nature of birding, indeed of any 
human endeavor, at the present time? If we go 
down that road, as I think we have to, then 
Facebook is a game changer.

I promised in my inaugural editorial that this 
magazine would remain forever devoted to 

the cause of “serious birding.” Don’t freak out! 
I’m not talking about a ponderous and preten-
tious sort of “seriousness.” I’m talking about a 
“Let’s have some serious fun!” sort of birding—

Fig. 7 (above). in this age of eBird,
13 stops along your Big day route
require 13 eBird checklists.

Fig. 8 (right). all eBird checklists are part
of a powerful global database of bird
sightings. this eBird-generated range map shows how red-
eyed Vireos in Colorado are concentrated in june in a narrow
band just east of the steep foothills of rockies. (orange stick-
pins denote recent reports, blue stickpins older reports.)

Fig. 9. the author’s Big day companions pause at rabbit Mountain. left to 
right: topiltzin Martínez, 11; andrew Floyd, 7; Hannah Floyd, 9; Marcel such, 
18; joel such, 16. Photo by © Ted Floyd.
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the sort of birding championed by this issue’s 
gifted cover artist, Jen Brumfield.

That’s what I meant in 2002, and it’s still what 
I intend for Birding, as well as for lower-case–b 
birding, in 2014 and beyond. I’m confident it 
will be that way, too, in 2026.

Nevertheless, I missed something big, some-
thing huge, in 2002. I dunno, blame it on a de-
fective crystal ball? What I didn’t anticipate was 
a shift to the much more corporate, even collec-
tive, sort of birding of the present era. My Big 
Days from the summer of 2002 were private, 
practically personal, affairs. Try to find any evidence, any 
at all, about my days afield in 2002. Unless you get into my 
garage and crack open my dusty old field note-
books, you will fail. Today it’s all out there, for all 
the world to see—not only to see, but to com-
ment on, to question, perhaps to learn from, 
and in some sense even to indulge in.

Being aware of this new collectivism in our 
birding lives greatly affects the way we comport 
ourselves in the field. When we go out for a 
day of birding, we do so with the somewhat 
neurotic foreknowledge that our experiences 
are destined to become a part of the birding 
collective. To a certain extent, it’s always been 
that way: As a teen birder, I was aware that 
my experiences potentially had consequences 
for the local rare bird alert, for the “monthly 
bird summaries” in the Audubon newsletter, 
and for the regional report in the journal then 
known as American Birds. But it’s massively 

different now—so fast, so 
pervasive, so many terabytes 
of data.

The futurists believe 
there’s a “posthuman” cap-
ital-S Singularity straight 
ahead. Last I heard, it will 
happen in 2038 (Fig. 11). 
Basically, we’ll all be part of 
an immortal collective su-
per-consciousness. My only 
question is: Do we really 

have to wait another two dozen years? I mean, if we contin-
ue at the clip of the past dozen years, we should be there by 

decade’s end! Today we ask our telephone—I’m sorry, 
she has a name—today we ask Siri a question, 
and she comes right back at us with the answer. 
She’s better, faster, and more charming than the 
all-knowing computer in Star Trek. Nobody saw 
this one coming.

So when I gaze into my crystal ball, version 
2.0, I see a lot more change—indeed, change hap-
pening at an accelerating rate—in the next dozen 
years. The “birding collective” may well be more 
reality than metaphor, come 2026. Who knows.

I also see an opt-out clause.
As I said earlier, “serious” birding is here to 

stay. I saw it all day long on that June 21 Big 
Day: the diversions, the zaniness, the camara-
derie; the wonder and delight; the experience 
of being there, being alive, being human (Fig. 
12). We go birding because we need—we seri-
ously need—those things. More than ever.

I’m hopeful—confident, even—that we’re not going to let 
go. I said it before, and I’ll say it again:

Tomorrow’s birders may well possess skills, techniques, and 
technology that we cannot now imagine. But Birding will be 
there—with book and product reviews, major identification 
and conservation articles, and new opportunities for birders. 
You may not notice the change from issue to issue, but check 
back in two years, or ten, or twenty. The only thing that will 
be the same is our continuing devotion to serious birding.

What do you see in your crystal ball? What does the fu-
ture hold in store—for the practice of birding, as well as 
for the community of birders? Do you like what you see? 
Join the conversation online: aba.org/birding

Fig. 10. an unusual bird call—evidently that 
of a yellow-breasted Chat—has prompted 
dialog at the Colorado Field ornithologists’ 
group page on Facebook. (this call has also 
been discussed at Xeno-Canto.)

Fig. 11. Time
magazine predicted in Feb-
ruary 2011 that humanity 
would achieve a “posthu-
man” collective immorta-
lity in 2045. the futurists
have bumped things up a
few years now, to ca. 2038.

Fig. 12. Birders are so serious. seriously! Big days are serious 
fun. Here, at hour 15 on a recent Big day, andrew Floyd poses 
with a Woodhouse’s toad (Bufo woodhousii)—which one is 
which? Photo by © Ted Floyd.
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