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I just wanted to see a bird. Large or small, common or unusual, it didn't matter; any avian would have served the purpose.
My goal was to try out the “Merlin Bird ID” app just downloaded onto my smartphone. Easily found in my phone’s favored app store, it was free and simple to install.

Only a couple of taps and a few minutes were required to obtain the app along with a “Bird Pack,” providing ways to identify 7,000 bird species found in the Northeast by sight, sound and text tips. The app walks you through the identification process with a few easy-to-answer questions.
In anticipation, I went downstairs with my phone and a pair of binoculars, settled onto a chair in front of a large window, and waited...
There wasn’t a bird to be seen or heard.

Now around my home are at least a dozen trees and shrubs that frequently contain birds. There are power lines and roof tops that often serve as perches. On the hillside a hundred yards above my house are countless trees where larger birds can be seen resting or flying.
Obviously, a February mid-afternoon was the wrong time to be bird-watching. In the spring, it’s hard to miss them as they flit from tree to shrub to fence to wire and animate the air with birdsong.
However, birdlife here during the winter is far-more abundant than many of us suspect. Which is why the Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC) is every bit as important here as it is anywhere else in the world.
Scheduled for February 18-21 this year, the GBBC is a citizen-science project to gather data about birds online and provide results in near-real time. Using the mountains of data, submitted by laypeople from around the world on an annual basis, scientists can make meaningful observations about changes in bird populations, habitat and behavior.
This material is important enough that scientists are doing everything they can to encourage more participation. You don’t have to go outside, especially if you have a birdfeeder; just spend 15 minutes of time at a window, sometime during the four-day weekend of February 18-21, and you can make a contribution.
For those who aren’t very tech-savvy, record forms can be downloaded, printed, filled in by hand and then submitted. The rest of us can go to the website, BirdCount.org, where there are detailed, step-by-step instructions and multiple ways to record and report results.

The GBBC is all about inclusiveness. It’s pandemic friendly. Participants can be almost any age; there are easy ways to assist those who need help; and even infirm people can be involved if they can watch a place where birds commonly gather.
Now thanks to the Merlin Bird ID app, you don’t have to know much about birds. Anyone with a WiFi or data-enabled phone, tablet or computer can use it.
That is, when there are birds to identify. Periodic checking finally paid off.
Scarlet streaked into my neighbor’s apple tree. Searching with binoculars, I discovered a bird with a reddish breast and crest that clearly was not a cardinal.

The Merlin app asked for a size, ranging from sparrow to robin to crow to goose. I selected robin. Offering the opportunity to select up to three colors. I went with red, brown and gray. Responding to a question of where the bird was, I marked “in trees.”
Then the app brought up several photos of possible candidates along with descriptive text for each. I readily identified the bird as a male house finch and indicated that on the app, which saved my sighting.

A good activity during the pandemic, now easier than ever thanks to the Merlin app, this 25th GBBC will be a great time to participate. Just don’t come to my yard if you want to see many birds. 
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