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M
ichael O’Brien—freelance bird artist, writer, tour leader, consultant, and ID expert—is widely regarded as one of the 

greatest birders of all time. He compiled, with William R. Evans, Flight Calls of Migratory Birds, de rigueur for anyone 

with a serious interest in bird vocalizations. He also coauthored The Shorebird Guide and America’s 100 Most Wanted Birds, 

contributed artwork to the latest editions of the National Geographic and Peterson field guides, and authored the Larkwire app for 

mastering birdsongs. O’Brien is a tour leader with Victor Emanuel Nature Tours, and has led many young birder camps. At home 

in Cape May, New Jersey, with his wife, bird artist and naturalist Louise Zemaitis, O’Brien pursues an intense interest in butterflies 

as well as birds, and serves as Associate Naturalist with Cape May Bird Observatory.

In this expansive Birding interview, O’Brien offers a drawing lesson, shares his most rewarding work, and makes the case for, 

yes, a new North American field guide.

—Noah K. Strycker

Birding: How did your childhood job as a paperboy lead you 
to flight calls?
Michael O’Brien: By the time I got that job, I already had a de-
cent handle on thrush nocturnal flight calls. As my father had 
pointed out, the old Peterson guide contained good descriptions 
of those calls, and the woods behind our house in Rockville, 
Maryland, were great for seeing and hearing migrant thrushes 
during the day. The great thing about that paperboy job is that 
I was out pre-dawn every morning in my neighborhood, and I 
would hear hundreds of nocturnal flight calls some mornings. 
Many of them were thrushes (thrushes tend to dominate pre-
dawn calling, as I would learn later), 
but some of them were other kinds of 
birds. I gradually made the connection 
with some of the more distinctive ones, 
like Indigo Bunting and Bobolink, and 
even White-throated Sparrow.

Then there were all those “seeps” and 
“zeeps” that I knew were mostly war-
blers and sparrows, but I didn’t know 
which was which. I was enthralled by 
the idea of all these birds flying over 
while nobody was watching, and I con-
tinued listening at night whenever con-
ditions were good. Often, I would pull 
out a lawn chair and just sit there for 
hours listening. Even though I didn’t 
know what all the birds were, the occa-
sional reward of hearing a Barn Owl or 

a rail call, or a Scarlet Tanager give a snippet of song from way 
up in the night sky, made it worth every minute of listening. 

Birding: What was your impetus for Flight Calls? 
MO: In the spring of 1990, I was living in Oyster Bay, on Long 
Island, doing the starving artist thing, and one day I got a cas-
sette tape in the mail from my father. It was Bill Evans’ recently 
released Nocturnal Flight Calls of Migrating Thrushes. The cas-
sette included examples of visually identified thrushes record-
ed in daylight compared with similar calls recorded from mi-
grants in the night sky. Narration by Bill highlighted what fea-

tures to listen for. I was totally blown 
away! Until this point, I had no idea 
that anyone out there was as interested 
in nocturnal flight calls as I was, but 
it turned out there was someone even 
more obsessed! I immediately wrote 
Bill a letter to tell him how much I ap-
preciated his thrush tape, and I asked 
him if he knew much about calls of 
other migrants. We began correspond-
ing, and he sent me another tape with 
a few random species recorded in noc-
turnal migration—some herons, rails, 
and three or four species of warblers 
that he had worked out. Well, that sec-
ond tape just put me over the edge. 
This was a jigsaw puzzle that had to be 
solved. We decided to collaborate on Michael O’Brien. Photo by © Scott Whittle.
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the Flight Calls project, so I bought a shotgun mic and 
recorder, and 12 years later we published the CD-
ROM (oldbird.org/fcmbirds.htm).

Birding: Why is birding by ear so enjoy-
able (and useful)—night or day?
MO: For me, birding by ear is fundamen-
tal, equal to birding by sight. I think much of 
the satisfaction I gain from birding is from simply 
connecting with a bird, knowing it’s there, and 
knowing what species it is. So the more I improve 
my ability to identify birds by either sight or 
sound, the more of those satisfying connections 
I make. Every situation is different, but in many 
cases—a walk in the woods, for example—more 
of those connections are made by sound than 
sight. I think most birders would prefer to see a 
bird than hear it, but I’m equally happy with both 
types of experiences, as long as I have that funda-
mental “I know who you are” connection.

Birding: Where, when, and how did you learn to 
draw birds? Would you share your secret for painting birds that 
practically pop off the page?
MO: I’ve been drawing birds since I was a kid, so art is some-
thing I grew up with. For me, drawing and sketching birds 
has always been about observation. I don’t know of a better 
way to learn the details of a bird’s appearance than to draw it. I 
teach field sketching workshops from time to time, and I often 
hear people lament that they have no artistic talent and can’t 
even draw a stick figure. What I say to them is to stop focus-
ing on the drawing itself, and focus more on the observation. 
The intense observation that takes place while doing a draw-

ing is what everyone should take home from the 
process. The drawing can be thrown away, but 
the observation stays with you. And for those 

with more artistic talent, a keen interest 
in your subject and lots of practice are all 
that is needed to make those birds fly off 
the page. 

Birding:  Why has Cape May attracted so 
many birding authors and artists—you, Pete 
Dunne, Paul Kerlinger, Pat and Clay Sutton, 
Richard Crossley, Kevin Karlson, David Sib-
ley, and others? Does it feel like a commu-
nity? Is it competitive?
MO: Cape May is a special place. With all 
the traveling I do, I’m often asked if I have 
a favorite birding destination. My answer is 
always Cape May. With an excellent diversity 
of habitats in a small area, and practically 
year-round migration, every day is interest-
ing and there is always somewhere to go 
nearby, no matter what the season or weath-

er. During peak migration, there can be some amazing flights 
that give you no choice but to drop everything and spend all 
day and night out in the field. So it’s not surprising that a large 
number of birders have chosen to call Cape May their home.

The birder/naturalist community here is wonderful. We 
have regular get-togethers: big potlucks in the fall and smaller 
gatherings at other seasons, sometimes at the local brewery or 
sometimes a poker game at a friend’s house. Aside from the ob-
vious social benefits of having a lot of birding friends around, 
it is particularly rewarding to have so many brilliant birders 
and naturalists to learn from and bounce ideas off of. I couldn’t 

Michael o’brien has an amazing gift for identifying birds by their vocalizations, and he delights in sharing his knowledge and 
techniques. Shown here is one of o’brien’s “birding by Ear” field trips at Cape May, new Jersey. Photo by © Louis Zemaitis.

How does one learn bird id? 
according to the interviewee, 
“i don’t know of a better way 
to learn the details of a bird’s 
appearance than to draw it.” 
o’brien’s painting of these Cas-
sin’s Finches appears in roger 
Tory Peterson’s posthumous 
Field guide to birds of north 
america, published in 2008. 
Image courtesy of © Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt.
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even begin to explain how much I have 
learned from my friends and colleagues in 
Cape May. As for competition, I don’t get 
that feeling here at all, except for friendly 
competitions like who will spot the first 
Laughing Gull of the spring—the coveted 
LAGU Award! 

Birding: Tell us about those informal but 
intense birders’ potlucks that you and 
Louise Zemaitis host at your home.
MO: Louise started these in the 1990s 
as very small, informal gatherings every 
Thursday night to watch The Simpsons. As 
the birder community grew, more people 
got involved, and these gatherings began 
to feature some intense discussions about 
identification and migration. These days, 
the potlucks are held every Thursday 
night in September and October, and anyone who’s around is 
invited. It’s a great opportunity for the local birding community 
to socialize with visiting birders, migration counters, and sea-
sonal naturalists, many of whom are rising stars in the birding 
community. The gatherings can get pretty big sometimes, so we 
now have a different host each week. 

Birding: Why have you two invested so much time in young 

birder camps? 
MO: Because of some wonderful opportunities through Leica 
Sport Optics, the ABA, and Victor Emanuel Nature Tours, 
Louise and I have had the great fortune to work with young 
birders in various programs for the past 15 years. It’s the most 
rewarding work we do. It may be a cliché, but kids are our 
future, and particularly the future of conservation. It’s a special 
privilege to be able to guide, even in a small way, the paths of 

some of these brilliant young naturalists; 
to open their eyes to new ideas or new 
ways of looking at the world. And it ab-
solutely goes both ways. We learn from 
them as much as they learn from us, and 
our lives are richer for it. The only hard 
part is keeping up with them. They have 
sharper eyes, sharper ears, and more en-
ergy than we do. But at least it’s fun trying 
to keep up! And the best part is watching 
what they do with their lives as the years 
go by. Many of them have become promi-
nent birders, naturalists, and ornitholo-
gists, already guiding us into the future. I 
couldn’t be prouder of them.

Birding:  What are your thoughts about 
the “birding by impression” style of bird 
identification that is associated with Cape 
May—sometimes called the “Cape May 
School” of bird ID?
MO: I don’t think that’s a fair associa-

recording the sounds of birds, including this dusky grouse in Colorado, has been 
a lifelong passion for the interviewee. Photo by © Louis Zemaitis.

With his wife, Louise Zemaitis (green shirt), the interviewee (dark shirt) is dedicated to 
nurturing young birders, including this group at Camp Chiricahua at Cave Creek Canyon, 
arizona, in 2013. Photo by © Jennie Duberstein.
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tion. My approach to bird identification is best described as 
holistic. Impressions are certainly part of that, particularly with 
species that are more familiar. The way we recognize a famil-
iar person without detailed analysis is also the way we recog-
nize many birds without going through a conscious checklist 
of field marks. The key word there is recognize. That’s differ-
ent from identifying something. With less familiar species, or 
poorer views, impressions will only give you a starting point 
to an identification—it reminded me of species X, but... Then 
you need to go through a more conscious checklist of features, 
starting with size, shape, behavior, and general color patterns. 
With a better view, plumage details come into play. And if you 
hear it, voice comes into play as well.

I teach quite a few workshops for Cape May Bird Obser-
vatory, and these fall under what they call the “Cape May 
School of Birding.” I don’t think there is any implied style 
of birding, that’s just what CMBO calls their workshop pro-
gram. Workshops covering hawks in flight or warblers in 
flight, for example, often focus more on those fundamentals 
of size, shape, behavior (particularly flight style), and color 
patterns, and less on plumage detail, only because that’s how 
you tend to see those birds on migration counts. But those 
identifications are still based on a conscious process of evalu-

ating specific features, not on impressions. 

Birding: What projects are you working on now? 
MO: These days, most of my spare time goes into work on the 
forthcoming Princeton Guide to Birds of North America. I am one 
of four authors, along with Steve Howell, Brian Sullivan, and 
Chris Wood. Our artist is Ian Lewington, who just completed 
illustrating Rare Birds of North America. It’s a privilege to be a 
part of such a talented team. We are often asked, “Why another 
North American field guide?” I think ours will be quite differ-
ent from existing guides because our text and illustrations will 
combine what I like to call “micro field marks” and “macro field 
marks.” Micro field marks are all those fine details that are help-
ful in a close view—the things a field trip leader might tell you 
to look for, even if the leader didn’t see them. Macro field marks 
are things like shapes, color patterns, and behaviors that can be 
seen at a distance—the things the field trip leader actually used 
to identify the bird. This has been an exciting project to work 
on, and it’s been particularly interesting to critically examine 
which field marks we actually use to identify birds under differ-
ent circumstances. Our field guide won’t be finished for quite 
some time, but we hope to have some of the material out there 
before too long.


