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Bird Watching
Sweeps America

By John Doe

The early interest in observing 
birds for their aesthetic rather 

than utilitarian (mainly food) value 
is traced to the late-18th century in 
the works of Gilbert White, Thomas 
Bewick, George Montagu and John 
Clare. Although the study of birds 
and natural history became fashion-
able in Britain during the Victorian 
Era, it was mainly collection oriented 
with eggs and later skins being the 
artifacts of interest. Wealthy col-
lectors made use of their contacts 
in the colonies to obtain specimens 
from around the world. It was only 
in the late 19th century that the call 
for bird protection began leading to 
the rising popularity of observations 
on living birds. The Audubon Society
was started to protect birds from the 
growing trade in feathers in the Unit-
ed States while the Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds began in 
Britain.

The term “birdwatching” ap-
peared for the first time as the title of 
a book “Bird Watching” by Edmund 
Selous in 1901. In North America, the 
identification of birds, once thought 
possible only by shooting was made 
possible by the emergence of optics 
and field identification guides. The 
earliest field guide in the US was 
Birds through an Opera Glass (1889) 
by Florence Bailey.

Birding in North America was fo-
cused in the early and mid-20th cen-
tury in the eastern seaboard region, 
and was influenced by the works of 
Ludlow Griscom and later Roger Tory 
Peterson. Bird Neighbors (1897) by 
Neltje Blanchan was an early birding 
book which sold over 250,000 cop-
ies. It was illustrated with color pho-
tographs of stuffed birds.

The organization and network-
ing of those interested in birds be-
gan through organizations like the 
Audubon Society that was against 
the killing of birds and the American 
Ornithologists’ Union (AOU). The ris-
ing popularity of the car increased 
the mobility of birdwatchers and this 
made new locations acces-
sible to those interested 
in birds. Networks of 
birdwatchers in the 
UK began to form 
in the late 1930s 
under the British 
Trust for Orni-
thology (BTO). 
The BTO saw 
the potential to 
produce scientif-
ic results through 
the networks, un-
like the Royal Society 
for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB) which like the 
Audubon Society originated 

from the bird protection movement.

Like the AOU in North America, 
the BOU had a focus mainly in col-
lection based taxonomy. The BOU 
changed focus to ecology and be-
haviour only in the 1940s. The BTO 
movement towards ‘organized bird-
watching’, was opposed by the RSPB 
which claimed that the ‘scientifica-
tion’ of the pastime was ‘undesir-
able’. This stand was to change only 
in 1936 when the RSPB was taken 
over by Tom Harrisson and others. 
Harrisson was instrumental in the 
organization of pioneering surveys 
of the Great Crested Grebe.
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