
My return to the world of butterflies that 
I had loved as a kid started when I moved 
to the wilds of New York City in the late 
1990’s.  I was a birder, and I spent a great 
deal of my time trying to get away from the 
crowds by wandering the trails and pond edges 
at Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge in Broad 
Channel, Queens.  Don Riepe, the director 
there and a butterfly enthusiast I was soon to 
get to know at New York City Butterfly Club 
meetings, was at the time regularly putting 
out bait for anglewings and such.  Curious, I 
started paying more attention to the butterflies 
there, and soon purchased Dr. Jeff Glassberg’s 
first field guide, the Boston to Washington 
edition of Butterflies through Binoculars.  

Binocular butterfly watching was for me 
a new way of appreciating these beautiful 
creatures, but also instantly and easily 
translated from the same sort of identification 
system I was used to using for birds.  I was 
soon hooked, and along with attending 
butterfly club meetings, I started to spend 
day after day out in the field watching and 
photographing and actively seeking out new 
“life” butterflies.

I’m sure that many of you have similar 
stories.  And for a remarkably large percentage 
of us, I’m sure that the Glassberg guides have 
played a big role in the enrichment of our 
butterfly ID skills.  Personally, I graduated to 
the more comprehensive Eastern edition of 
the BTB series after I moved to Massachusetts 
and began seeing Common Ringlets, Silvery 
Blues, and others that weren’t included in 
my first guide.  Then, club trips and personal 
butterfly vacations farther afield found me 
buying and avidly using his Florida and 
Western guides as well.  Now, with this new 
Swift Guide, Glassberg has elevated his field 
guide repertoire, and indeed the butterfly 
field guide genre, to a whole new level.  The 
format is exciting, the photos are phenomenal, 
and each page is packed solid with valuable 
information.

This book has a remarkable list of positive 
attributes.  First, it is well organized, with 
some helpful features that enhance this.  Page 
edges are color-coded by family, conveniently 
dividing the book into sections.  A handy front 
cover flap gives a concise summary of how 
the range maps work and how the species 
within each section are color-coded.  There is 
an index in the back for butterfly common and 
scientific names, and also, helpfully, an index 
of caterpillar foodplants.  There is also a visual 
index of small photos of common, distinctive 
and/or representative butterfly species.  

Within the text, individual species 
accounts are generally two species per page, 
though as many as four or more for rarer 
strays.  In some cases, a butterfly’s treatment 
is considerably more extensive; for example, 
an unheard-of three full pages are devoted to 
Atlantis Fritillaries in their various morphs.  (It 
is worth mentioning here that the book adheres 
to the soon-to-be-revised NABA checklist, but 
includes a goodly number of forms/species 
already recognized by others, with helpful 
notes about their status in other taxonomies.)  

A sidebar left of the photos provides 
concise information about host plant; flight 
period and abundance; habitat; identification, 
including similar species; and valuable 
descriptive and behavioral notes, all in a brief 
but helpful and consistent format.  Small but 
legible range maps (excepting only some 
strays or local Texas Rio Grande Valley 
specialists) are included right with each 
species account — a very helpful feature.

But the primary thing one notices, indeed 
the outstanding strength of this guide, is all 
of the excellent photos, with important field 
marks highlighted.  Species are grouped with 
other confusingly similar species, and the 
photos are carefully and deliberately oriented 
in similar poses to allow direct and clear 
comparison of the various distinguishing 
marks.  Great care has been taken to include, 
whenever possible, photos which best allow 
these relative assessments and best illustrate 
the relevant field marks.  Smaller inset 
photos are often used to illustrate extremes of 
variability.  

It is difficult to overestimate the 
importance and utility of this sort of layout, 
and what a boon it is to the butterflier trying 
to decide between confusingly similar 
species.  Each butterfly photo montage 
includes, at the least, an upperside and an 
underside view, and of both sexes when this 
is needed.  Many entries manage much more 
than this, with multiple views and repeated 
treatment, particularly in cases of difficult 
identification problems.  Take the confusing 
northeastern skippers known as the “witches”, 

for example—Little Glassywing, Dun Skipper, 
and Northern Broken-Dash.  Their species 
accounts are grouped together (pp. 356-
357), and then further examples of underside 
variation are presented in a comparative 
manner on p. 359.  Similar scenarios occur 
often throughout the book.  All of this, and it 
still fits in the pocket of my cargo pants — not 
an absolute requirement, but it means that I am 
even more likely to carry it around with me 
when I am in the field.

I am delighted with this book.  But, 
my perspective and insights are, of course, 
biased.  I can no longer consider myself a 
beginning butterfly watcher, and indeed many 
of the strengths of this volume that I so much 
appreciate have to do with its illustrating 
subtleties of identification of confusingly 
similar butterflies.  These species (skippers, 
again, as an example) are perhaps ones that 
beginners tend to ignore at first.  It’s difficult 
for me to truly see this guide through a 
novice’s eyes, but it may be that the sheer 
wealth of information in such a tightly packed 
format might be overwhelming and off-
putting to those who are first learning about 
butterflies.  But, I was never one of those 
beginners who wanted a Field Guide Lite —
other newcomers may feel the same.

I like Jeff’s sometimes whimsical style 
as well, which he has managed to infuse 
even into this book’s terse format — the 
“dreamstreaks” (Erora spp) that induce sweet 
dreams, and the nightclubbing Carousing 
Jewelmark (Anteros carausius).

I can find very few errors in those things 
I know, other than typographical ones (e.g. 
the “carniverous” Harvesters).  To the extent 
that any one field guide can do an admirable, 
even an excellent, job in comprehensively and 
accurately covering all of the butterfly species 
likely to be seen north of Mexico, I think this 
book fits the bill.  For me, it will now be the 
first North American guide I turn to, and one 
I will be sure to carry with me.  I think it will 
be an invaluable resource and an indispensable 
field companion for the avid butterfly 
enthusiast for many years to come.
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