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I n the early 19th century John 
James Audubon wandered 
the country collecting and 

sketching the birds he came 
across. His studies resulted in 
the book “Birds of  America,” a 

collection of  435 
life-size paint-
ings that is still 
c o n s i d e r e d 
some of  the 
most beautiful 
and accurate 
bird art ever cre-
ated.

At the end of  
the 19th century, 
outraged over 

the killing of  birds so their plum-
age could be used in hats, Harri-
et Hemenway and Minna B. Hall 
formed the Massachusetts Audu-
bon Society with the goal of  stop-
ping the slaughter. Similar orga-

nizations named after the 
famous wildlife artist opened up 
in other states over the next few 
years, and by the beginning of  
the 20th century, the National 
Audubon Society was founded. It 
has been a force in education, 
conservation and legislation 
efforts surrounding birds and 
their habitats ever since.

Bird watchers have been 
using the society’s field guides 
for decades. While you can still 
buy printed versions of  the 
guides, the free Audubon Bird 
Guide app for mobile devices 
has become a popular and use-
ful alternative. The electronic 
version of  the guide allows you 
to carry pictures of  more than 
800 North American bird spe-
cies, maps of  their habitats and 
even recordings of  their calls 
in your pocket.

If  you spot a bird that you 
can’t identify, the app allows you 
to enter information about its 
characteristics to help you figure 
out what it is. You can enter its 
size by comparing it to the size of  
other common birds, ranging 
from a sparrow to a heron. You 
can then enter the bird’s colors 
to further narrow your options. 
Enter information on its activi-
ties (whether it’s soaring, walk-
ing, swimming, perching, etc.), 
or its location (forests, wetlands, 
shorelines, etc.), wing shape or 
tail shape. As you add additional 
characteristics to narrow down 
the identity, a picture gallery of  
likely birds is updated until you 
have your suspect.

Once you identify your bird 
the app displays a photo gallery 
of  it showing different behav-
iors. Below the photos are 

descriptions of  its physical 
appearance, habitat, feeding 
behavior, conservation status, 
migration and other informa-
tion. There’s a color coded map 
of  its range over the course of  
the seasons. And there are 
recordings of  its various calls 
and songs.  There’s  a tab 
labelled Sightings that pin-
points where others have seen 
the bird in your area. Another 
tab, labelled Similar, gives you 
photos and information on sim-
ilar birds you may see.

Identifying birds you spot 
isn’t the only feature of  the app. 
You can also consult the field 
guide to learn about any of  the 
alphabetically listed birds it con-
tains. The guide displays the 
same photos and information for 
each bird as when you use the 
Identify a Bird feature. There’s 

an Explore feature that lets you 
see what other birders have seen 
and where they saw it. And if  
you set up an account with the 
app you can upload your own 
sightings and add them to the 
database for others to see. There 
are also links to Audubon.org, 
the society’s website, that con-
nect you with featured articles 
or allow you to shop or donate to 
the organization.

The app is cleanly designed 
with good typography and 
graphics, intuitive navigation 
and beautiful photography. It’s a 
solid app with a great pedigree 
and it doesn’t cost anything. If  
you like bird watching, there’s 
no reason not to download it.
Kevin O’Neill is a staff artist for 
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