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INTRODUCTION


BIRDS form a large branch of the animal kingdom, and are very widely distributed. They are found in all types of terrain, and have adapted themselves to great variation in climate. They are much more in evidence in many countries than mammals, and have aroused more interest than any other group of animals. They differ to a remarkable degree both in appearance and behaviour, and provide boundless scope for observation and study.


The number of birds in the world reaches an astronomical figure which runs into many thousands of millions, but the number of different species is in the region of ten thousand. It must be realised, however, that many more species inhabiting remote areas probably await discovery and classification. No attempt is made in this small book to deal with birds of the entire world, and it mainly concerns those normally classed as British. These are a very considerable total, for considering its temperate climate and limited area, together with the density of our human population, this country is remarkably rich in bird life. The names of more than five hundred and twenty species are included in the British list, and of these some one hundred and eighty species breed here.


Although many works on birds have been published, the serious study of ornithology was restricted until fairly recently to a comparatively small number of people. But in recent years, and especially since the end of the second world war, many more have become interested in the subject. This large increase is due to several influences, including the better travelling facilities of today, and the inclusion of features on bird life, and other branches of nature study, in sound radio and television programmes. These have helped to draw attention to aspects of nature previously unknown to many listeners and viewers.


It has been stated that most bird watchers become interested in the subject because of the example, or influence, of some other person. This is largely true, as many bird watchers will agree. When there is a desire to learn more about birds, the help of an experienced guide is invaluable. In addition to this, the beginner has a wide choice of helpful books, including well illustrated pocket guides which are easy to carry in the field. But books should always be used in conjunction with observation of the birds themselves. Too much reading, and little practical work, may lead to confusion.


Many people fail to identify the birds they see because of careless observation as well as inexperience. The bird watcher, in addition to using eyes and ears, often makes notes in the field. These are compared later with the observations of others. Some knowledge of the types of locality preferred by different species is also important, for it enables the bird watcher to select more promising areas. In addition to being acquainted with the general appearance, including shape, size and plumage markings, of birds, it is equally helpful to know their calls. Birds can be heard throughout the year, but spring is the season for the greatest variety and volume of bird notes. The song period of the different species varies considerably, and it is interesting to record the dates of both commencement and termination.


The way in which different birds fly is a further guide to identification. It requires very little observation to see that they differ to a great degree in this respect. Some make rapid wing beats, others have slow, flapping movements, or glide with little apparent effort. A good feature of bird watching, which cannot be overlooked, is its moderate cost, but amongst the bare essentials are field glasses of the best quality one can afford. These will prove invaluable, for they enable the watcher to study wary species which are difficult to approach closely, and also note details otherwise overlooked. A hide is also very useful, and need not be expensive. Many bird watchers make their own hides at low cost.


The majority of bird watchers belong to local societies, or clubs, of which there are many in this country. There are obvious advantages of being a member of such a society. It brings one into contact with fellow enthusiasts, and can be helpful in endless ways. Most of these local societies also work in conjunction with those of national standing. A vast amount of valuable data concerning distribution, breeding habits and migration is collected every year, and much of this is published in journals.
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Many casual observers are apt to be very vague when trying to describe the birds they have seen. They frequently speak of a “small” bird, or a “large” bird, with no hint as to the actual measurements of the mysterious strangers. There are, of course, different opinions about what constitutes a “small” bird or a “large” one, but the terms used in this book apply as follows:




Very small—not more than four inches in length.


Small—from four inches to about eight inches.


Medium-sized—from about eight inches to eighteen inches.


Large—from eighteen inches to about thirty inches.


Very large—from thirty inches upwards.





Note.—Length means the measurement between the tip of the bill and the end of the tail when the bird is in a normal live position.


Few would deny that the increased interest in living birds is worth every encouragement, for it has certainly produced more respect for them. Some of the earlier ornithologists were unfortunately more interested in the accumulation of dead specimens, rather than the observation of living examples. This applied in particular to egg collecting, and in spite of bird protection Acts, the eggs of rare species were taken on a large scale every year. Many were valued chiefly for the price they would fetch, and naturally the rarest eggs commanded the highest figures—with dire results. Species which deserved maximum protection were harried in the breeding season—the time when all birds are most vulnerable. It has been argued that moderate egg collecting does no harm, but what is meant by moderate? Some who have used the term to excuse their activities have possessed as many as a hundred clutches of the same rare species. Egg collecting is by no means a thing of the past, but the latest bird protection Act has at least made it illegal to sell or purchase birds’ eggs in Britain. So there is hope that the rarer species of birds will in time benefit.


Apart from the harm done to certain birds by excessive egg collecting, many species have suffered because of other human activities. Game preserving is largely to blame for the scarcity of most British birds of prey. The transformation of areas of countryside in various ways is another menace to some species which cannot adapt themselves to the change. Modern intensified farming has had adverse effects on most wild life. The increased use of toxic seed-grain dressings has, in particular, proved very injurious to many different birds. This is by no means restricted to those which actually eat the poisoned grain, but includes owls and other predators which kill grain feeding species. Many dismal accounts of this new threat to bird life have been published in the Press, and it is hoped that stronger efforts will be made to modify the use of the more deadly seed-dressings.


Certain species of birds which were once well distributed, and even common, have seriously declined in numbers owing to other influences, some of which are not easily explained. On the other hand, a few species long regarded as uncommon have increased and become more established here. One species that has recently disappeared from most of its former haunts is the Corncrake, a summer visitor which once nested in many parts of Britain. Its decline is probably chiefly due to certain changed methods in farming. This bird makes its simple nest on the ground amongst grass or other vegetation growing in fields. The recent ploughing up of old pastures, together with the earlier mowing of today, has proved very destructive both to eggs and young. The fall in the numbers of the Wryneck, another declining species which spends the summer in this country, is not so easily explained. The bird usually haunts old woodlands and orchards, and though some of these have been destroyed, many are still largely unchanged. The Wryneck is not usually directly persecuted by man.


Species which have increased in recent years include the graceful Avocet, the Black Redstart and the Little Ringed Plover. The first of these once bred regularly in Britain, but ceased to do so during the nineteenth century. It reappeared as a nesting species a few years ago, and a healthy colony of breeding Avocets is now established off the coast of Suffolk, where it is well protected. A very remarkable new addition to our nesting birds is the Collared Dove, which has bred in several widely separated areas since 1952. The species is similar in many ways to the more familiar Turtle Dove, and could be confused with this.


Bird migration is not only very interesting, but a subject of considerable speculation. Most people today are aware that large numbers of different birds only reside in Britain for a part of the year. Familiar examples are the Cuckoo, the Swallow and the Nightingale, all of which arrive in this country in the spring, and depart in late summer or early autumn. They breed here, and are termed summer residents, but migrate to Africa for the winter. Many other species behave in a similar way, and it is significant that all migratory birds breed in the coldest countries they visit. Species which come to Britain in late summer and autumn, the time when the summer residents are departing, originate from colder, more northern regions where they have nested. Those that remain in this country for the winter are termed winter residents, and they include such species as the Fieldfare, the Redwing and the Brambling. In addition to the regular summer residents and winter residents, a number of species pay brief visits both in the spring and autumn. These more casual callers are known as passage migrants, and some of them arrive in large numbers. Very rare species, which are only seen here occasionally, are termed vagrants. Many birds are special feeders, and the importance of finding suitable food plays a big part in migration. They seek new feeding grounds when supplies begin to wane. But this is not the only cause of these large-scale movements, and bird migration still presents unsolved problems.


Apart from the more regular and obvious migratory journeys of certain birds, many species classed as residents are subject to considerable local movement out of the breeding season. This has become more apparent in recent years, largely because of the increase in the number of observers. It was usually assumed that residents such as the Robin, the Blackbird and the different species of tits were chiefly confined to the areas in which they nested, but investigation has revealed that they often wander in the winter. Even more surprising has been the discovery that Blue Tits and Great Tits sometimes migrate across the sea, and that numbers of both species occasionally arrive on our east coast. These less predictable migrations are referred to as irruptions, but although they have attracted more attention in recent years, it does not follow that they have not occurred in earlier times.


This book contains concise descriptions of all the birds which now breed in Britain, and also shorter references to non-breeding visitors. It has been impossible to provide illustrations of all species, but it is hoped that the drawings and photographs included will help the reader. As already mentioned, there are many well illustrated works on birds, and a list of those recommended is included.





Since the text of this book was completed, two expert ornithologists, Mr. E. M. Nicholson and Mr. I. J. Ferguson-Lees, have published in the journal British Birds an account of their long and exhaustive investigations concerning certain species included in the British List as vagrants. The six species mentioned are the Snow Finch, Ruppell’s Warbler, Masked Shrike, Black Lark, Slender-billed Curlew and Grey-rumped Sandpiper. All are included in The Handbook of British Birds, and brief reference is made to five in this volume. It has been recommended that in consequence of the questionable nature of the original records the names of these species shall be removed from the list of British birds, and this has caused some controversy.




A SHORT GLOSSARY OF TERMS


Adult.—Meaning a fully developed bird especially in regard to plumage.


Bill.—The projecting horny sheath of the beak.


Cere.—The area of bare skin, containing the nostrils, at the base of the bill—very noticeable in hawks and certain other species.


Decurved.—Curves downward.


Dorsal.—Belonging to the upper surface of the body.


Iris (pl. irides).—The coloured circle surrounding the pupil of the eye.


Knee.—The joint in the upper part of a bird’s leg, directed forward and hidden by feathers. The lower down, backwardly-directed joint is the ankle, although it is often misnamed the knee.


Lamillae.—Small plates or scales—present in the bills of some ducks.


Lobes.—Outgrowth on the toes of some swimming-birds.


Lores.—The space between the eye and the beak.


Nape.—The upper-part of the back and neck.


Orbit.—The bony cavity in which the eyeball is situated.


Palmate.—Shaped like the palm of the hand.


Primaries.—The larger quill-feathers of the wing.


Recurved.—Bends or curves back.


Shaft.—The horny central part of a feather.


Speculum.—A small area of feathers on the wing strikingly different in colour from the adjacent feathers.


Sternum.—The breast-bone.


Striated.—Streaked with parallel lines.


Tarsus.—The section of a bird’s leg from the ankle to the toes. It is the most conspicuous part of the leg, and is usually covered with flattened, horny scales.


Transverse.—In a cross section.


Under tail-coverts.—The feathers on the under-side of the tail.


Vermiculated.—With worm-like markings.




CHAPTER ONE


HOW BIRDS ARE CLASSIFIED


BIRDS have been described as “feathered bipeds”, and the large majority are so different in appearance from all other warm-blooded animals that there is little danger of confusion. Their methods of reproduction are also very distinct. The females lay eggs, and, in most instances, carry out the work of incubation. Most birds are able fliers, and this is due to their ample wings, and light, though strong, bone structure. A bird’s skeleton resembles that of other vertebrate animals in a general way, but there are modifications in its composition, including a variable number of vertebrae in different species, and important differences in the pectoral girdle and the skull. Birds, in common with mammals, evolved from reptiles, and the process occupied many millions of years. Unlike the majority of mammals, they conquered the air, but still retain the egg-laying habit of some of their ancestors. Fossil-remains include such linking types as the primeval bird, Archæopteryx, of the Jurassic Period, discovered in fine-grain rock in Bavaria. This long extinct link-species had an extended bony tail structure containing twenty vertebrae, and rows of feathers along each side of this. It also had reptilian jaws with a number of fine socketed teeth. Its small wings were not sufficient for sustained flight, and had projecting, clawed-fingers which probably helped it to climb amongst the branches of trees. But for the remarkable preservation of the feathers, it might have been classed as a reptile. Fossils of the Cretaceous Period are more similar to some living types of birds, but still retain teeth in the jaws, like those of the Hesperornis, a diving species of some five feet in length. In fossils of the Middle Eocene Period the toothed-jaws are replaced by bills like those of birds of today.
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Many birds lead a rather solitary life, except for a short interlude during the breeding-season, but some are more sociable and consort together in flocks or parties for most of the time. Although all birds have certain features in common, there are great differences, as mentioned before, in both appearance and habits. This is usually well marked in widely separated species, but frequently less obvious where a close relationship exists. Occasionally there is superficial resemblance between members of different orders, or families, which may lead to confusion. Birds are classified chiefly on physiological grounds, and the species which figure in the British list are divided into about thirty orders or sub-orders. These are further divided into many families and genera. There have been numerous changes in the sequence and names of both orders and families, but the course adopted here follows that of The Handbook of British Birds. All classified birds, in common with all other known animals, have two scientific names, which are chiefly of Latin origin. The first of these names is generic and the second is a specific one. The names are invaluable when ornithologists of different countries are exchanging opinions, but they are not included in the present work. The English names given are those commonly accepted, but it should be realised that many birds have been known by different names in the past. Some of these are still heard, though many have gone out of use in recent years.


Sequence of Orders


Passeriformes—Passerine birds or perching birds. Includes Crows, Starlings, Finches, Sparrows, Warblers, Thrushes and others.


Apodiformes—Swifts.


Caprimulgiformes—Nightjars.


Coraciiformes


Sub-order Meropes—Bee-eaters.


Sub-order Coracii—Rollers, Hoopoes.


Sub-order Alcedines—Kingfishers.


Piciformes—Woodpeckers, Wrynecks.


Cuculiformes—Cuckoos.


Strigiformes—Owls.


Falconiformes—Birds of Prey.


Ciconiiformes


Sub-order Ciconiæ—Storks, Ibises, Spoonbills.


Sub-order Ardeæ—Herons, Bitterns.


Sub-order Phœnicopteri—Flamingos.


Anseriformes—Swans, Geese, Ducks.


Pelecaniformes—Gannets, Cormorants.


Procellariiformes—Petrels.


Podicipitiformes—Grebes.


Colymbiformes—Divers.


Columbiformes


Sub-order Columbæ—Pigeons, Doves.


Sub-order Pterocletes—Sand-Grouse.


Charadriiformes


Sub-order Charadrii—Waders.


Sub-order Lari—Gulls, Terns, Skuas.


Sub-order Alcæ—Auks.


Gruiformes


Sub-order Otides—Bustards.


Sub-order Grues—Cranes, Rails.


Galliformes—Game-birds.




CHAPTER TWO


CROWS, FINCHES, BUNTINGS AND SPARROWS
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THE order Passeriformes is by far the largest of all the orders of birds, and contains about half of the known species. These are called perching-birds because their feet are well adapted for perching, with three toes in front and one behind. The vocal organs are also well developed, and the majority of “song-birds” belong to this order. There is a further division into several sub-orders and numerous families, twenty of which are represented in Britain. A few of the families are rather hard to define, and it is possible that more changes will be made in the classification. The majority of the species belonging to the order are small, and in some families there is considerable sexual difference in appearance. Many build substantial nests, and the incubation period ranges from about thirteen to twenty days. The young are naked and helpless on hatching, but grow quickly. Many leave the nest within a fortnight.


The crows are the largest birds in this order, and they belong to the family Corvidæ. They are sturdy in build, and noted for intelligence. With few exceptions they are chiefly black, and the sexes are very much alike. Their food is both animal and vegetable, and several species are persecuted because of their thieving habits. All crows are social in behaviour to some degree, and this is most obvious in the Rook, which nests in large colonies called rookeries. They usually walk on the ground, but sometimes give a few quick hops. The nests are substantial, and often situated in places difficult to reach. The eggs are small for the size of the birds, and usually only one brood is reared in a season. Eight species of crow are residents in Britain, and several more are uncommon visitors. The Raven is the largest of the family, and measures about twenty-five inches in length. Its haunts are chiefly in mountainous country, or where there are tall sea-cliffs, and its distribution includes many such localities in south-west and northern England, much of Wales, north Scotland and many of the surrounding islands. Its deep notes sound like “cronk, cronk” or “cruk, cruk”, and are easily recognised when once known. Other hoarse, croaking noises are also produced. The whole of the plumage is black, and much of it is glossed with blue or green. The large, down-curved bill and also the legs are black. The Raven’s mixed diet includes carrion. Nesting-operations start very early in the year, and the large nest of sticks, heather and roots is lined with wool and other softer materials. It is often situated on a ledge, or built inside a crevice in a steep cliff, but is sometimes in a tall tree. The 4–6 eggs are a shade of grey-green or blue-green, with darker green, smoke-brown and grey spots and blotches. They are usually laid by mid-March.


The Carrion-Crow is another all-black bird, but smaller than the Raven. Its length is about eighteen-and-a-half inches, and it is often confused with the Rook. It can be identified by its stouter, more curved bill which is feathered to the base, and the chiefly greenish sheen on its plumage. The mature Rook has a bare, greyish face, and is largely glossed with purple. The Carrion-Crow is far less social than the Rook, and much more shy of man. Its deep voice is a hoarse “kraah”, which is usually repeated many times as the bird perches in a tree commanding clear views of the surroundings. This species is more of an outlaw than almost any other, and is persecuted everywhere by gamekeepers and farmers because of egg-stealing and other crimes. But in spite of this it remains fairly common and well distributed in Britain. The nest of sticks and twigs is usually in a tall tree, and the 4–5 eggs are not often laid before the middle of April. They are similar to the eggs of the Raven in markings, but smaller. Occasionally they are bluish, with very few spots.


The Hooded Crow, or Grey Crow, is the same size as the last species, and easily identified by the slate-grey on the back and under-parts. The two birds have much in common, but the Hooded Crow is chiefly a winter visitor in England and Wales, and resident only in Scotland and Ireland. Most of the Hooded Crows seen in winter are immigrants from Scandinavia, and these depart in March or April. This species is also unpopular, but there is a tendency to exaggerate its crimes. The nest is sometimes in a tree, but frequently in a bush growing on a steep hillside, or on the ground amongst heather. The 4–5 eggs are variable in markings, but generally similar to those of the Carrion-Crow. The two species occasionally interbreed, and this is more likely to happen in southern Scotland where their regular haunts overlap. Both species are light-sitters, and on being disturbed they often remain away from the nest for a long time.


The Rook is very well known because of its association with man, and it is our commonest large inland bird. The purple-green sheen on its dark feathers is seen to better advantage in bright sunshine, but the featherless, greyish face is obvious at all times. This does not develop until after the first year, however, and young Rooks look more like Carrion-Crows as they have short feathers and bristles at the base of the bill. The Rook is well distributed in almost all areas where there are trees. It is extremely common in many places, and this has caused some concern amongst farmers who accuse it of taking young corn and damaging other crops. The charge may be justified to some extent, but the birds perform a good service by destroying wire-worms and other soil pests. They also kill vast numbers of caterpillars and other larvae during the summer. The “cawing” of the species is less guttural than the notes of the Carrion-Crow, and is easy to recognise. It can be heard to the best advantage in the nesting season. The bulky nests are easy enough to see as they sway in the topmost twigs and branches of trees, and the majority of observers are content with this distant view. A closer inspection reveals the deep, cup-shaped interior, snugly lined with dried grass or moss. The eggs are often slightly smaller than those of the Carrion-Crow, though similar in markings. The average number is 3–5, but I have seen clutches of 6 on a few occasions.


The Jackdaw is occasionally confused with the Rook, but even though the two species sometimes consort together, there is no need for the error. The Jackdaw is only thirteen inches in length, and also slighter in build. Its face is feathered, and it has a conspicuous patch of ash-grey on the back of the head. Its wing-beats are quicker than those of the Rook, and it walks in a more perky way. The Jackdaw is found in nearly all parts of Britain, and is very common in many. Its notes include a number of chattering sounds, some of which are like a quickly repeated “jack, jack”. The species is notorious for stealing bright objects, and there are many stories and legends about its thefts of jewellery and other precious items. It makes an amusing pet and is easily tamed. Although it is not black-listed to the same degree as some of its relations, its diet includes both the eggs and young of other birds. The nest is usually in a hole, or cavity. This can be in a hollow tree, a cliff, or an old building. House-chimneys are also chosen, and the birds bring a surprising quantity of sticks and litter. The 4–6 eggs are usually pale blue, rather thinly spotted with blackish brown and grey. Unspotted eggs are sometimes laid.


The brownish, white-spotted birds called nutcrackers are very different in appearance from the rest of the crows. They are found in some European countries, where they haunt pine forests, and there are two species, the Thick-Billed Nutcracker and the Thin-Billed Nutcracker. The latter has a more easterly range, and breeds in Russia and Siberia. Both species are rare vagrants in Britain.


The lively, handsome Magpie is easily recognised by its black and white plumage, and the unusually long, wedge-shaped tail. Of its total length of eighteen inches, the tail alone accounts for about nine inches. The species prefers open country where there are trees and tall hedges, but it is found in some woods and also ventures into large gardens. It is common in many parts of Britain, but less so in much of Scotland. In spite of persecution, it has increased considerably in many areas in recent years. It eats a large number of insects in addition to its other mixed diet. Its harsh, chattering cry can be startling when the bird is hidden in thick cover. The bulky nest is built before the leaves are open, and is very conspicuous in early spring. It is often seen in a tall hawthorn, or some other wayside tree. Unlike the other crows, which construct cup-shaped nests, the Magpie covers its nest with a stout roof of twigs. The greenish or greyish eggs are thickly spotted with brown and ash colour. Six is the average number, but up to nine may be found. The Magpie, like the Jackdaw, is sometimes kept in captivity. It makes an engaging pet, but has the trick of stealing bright objects and hiding them. Although not gregarious to the same degree as the Rook, parties of one hundred or more Magpies are sometimes noted.


The Jay measures thirteen-and-a-half inches in length, and differs from the others in the family in having much brighter plumage. This is largely wine-coloured, with conspicuous blue and black markings on the wing-coverts. It also has black and white crown feathers which are often elevated to form a crest. But in spite of its handsome appearance, the bird has a sly nature. It is well distributed in much of Britain where conditions suit its tastes, and lives mainly in woods and plantations. It remains remarkably quiet during the breeding-season, and is always suspicious of human beings, but at other times it utters raucous calls—these are often heard when no other signs exist. Where gardens are close to woods, the species frequently raids the vegetable patch. It has a special liking for peas, and its visits are usually in the early morning when the owners are still in bed. The cup-shaped nest is often built in the fork of a tree, and although not many feet above ground it is easily overlooked. The 5–6 eggs are chiefly pale buff, freckled with grey. The very similar Continental Jay sometimes visits this country, but records require careful confirmation.


The Chough is the rarest member of the crow family. It measures sixteen-and-a-half inches in length, and can be identified by its down-curved red bill and red legs. Its general colour is blue-black. The main haunts today of this scarce, handsome species are remote sea-cliffs in south-west England, the Isle of Man, and to a greater extent western Ireland. A few Choughs are also found inland in north Wales. Its notes are rather like those of the Jackdaw, but some sound like “cree-a, cree-a”. The nest is usually in a small cave, or crevice, in a tall cliff, and the 3–4 greenish or creamish eggs are thickly marked with ash-coloured and brownish spots. The species was commoner in earlier times and had a wider range, but persecution seriously reduced its numbers. It is hoped that the new protective measures will enable it to regain some of its lost status.


The familiar, chattering Starling belongs to the family Sturnidæ, but it is sometimes mistaken for a relation of the crows, or confused with the Blackbird. It is a sturdy, short-tailed bird of about eight-and-a-half inches in length, and very little observation is needed to establish its true identity. It often enters gardens in search of food, and competes with the sparrows for household scraps. It can be seen throughout the year, but although large numbers of Starlings are residents in this country, many others are immigrants from northern Europe. These aliens arrive in early autumn and remain here until the spring. In recent years Starlings have developed the habit of resorting to large towns for roosting purposes, and this has led to considerable publicity. The Press has published many letters and articles on the subject. Some writers have defended the birds, others have sought, or given, advice about how to get rid of them. Starlings consume large numbers of injurious insects, as well as much vegetable food, but there is no doubt that their roosting-habits can lead to the damage of both buildings and trees. The general plumage of the species is blackish, glossed with purple, green and steel-blue. Some of the feathers on the head and neck are tipped with buff-white. The male is brighter than the female, and in the autumn and winter both sexes have more buff and whitish spots. Immature birds are also very speckled. The nest is usually, though not invariably, in a hole or cavity. This can be in either a tree or a building. The holes excavated by woodpeckers are sometimes taken over. The actual nest is untidy, and built of materials most available, including straw, dead leaves and moss. The 4–5 glossy eggs are pale blue without markings. Although Starlings utter a selection of their own rather discordant notes, they are also clever mimics of other birds. Some will repeat the calls of the Curlew or the song of the Blackbird, others copy mechanical sounds. The Rose-coloured Starling, a handsome relation of the Starling, is common in many parts of south-east Europe, but only a rare wanderer to Britain. It is about the same size as the Starling, and has large areas of rose-pink on the back and under-parts, and a conspicuous crest on its black head. It nests in large colonies in its regular haunts, but does not breed in this country.


Another rare visitor to Britain is the handsome Golden Oriole of the family Oriolidæ. A slightly larger bird than the Starling, the male is bright yellow, with contrasting black wings and tail, but the female is greenish and much more subdued in appearance. Any bird-watcher in this country would regard seeing a Golden Oriole as a red-letter event, but the species is well distributed abroad, and not uncommon in some well-wooded parts of Europe. It constructs a most remarkable nest, which looks like a miniature hammock attached to the boughs of a tree. Most of the building is done by the female. There are a few records of this attractive species nesting in England.


The family Fringillidæ contains a large number of species known as finches and buntings. They are all small birds which range in length from about four-and-a-half to eight inches. Many are common residents and can be seen throughout the year, but some are rarer and must be sought in special localities. In addition to this there are species which only visit Britain after the breeding-season. Finches can be recognised by their stout, conical bills which are used for cracking seeds and other hard food. The majority move chiefly by hopping on the ground, but a few also walk or make short runs. In most instances the male is brighter in colour than the female, and often a little larger. The juveniles of some species are liable to be confused before they attain full plumage. Several species are gregarious, especially during the autumn and winter.


The Hawfinch is one of the larger members of the family. It is a resident, and measures about six-and-a-half inches in length. In addition to its sturdy build, it has a most unusually stout bill, but this is not always seen to advantage because of the bird’s shyness. When the Hawfinch flies, the white areas on the wings and tail, which contrast with the generally red-brown and grey plumage, are very conspicuous. The female is less brightly marked, as well as being smaller, but both sexes give the impression of sturdiness. The song is a light jingle and not very musical, but the most commonly heard note is a monotonous sound like “itszip”. This is often repeated incessantly from a high perch, where the singer remains hidden by a curtain of leaves. But although the Hawfinch is rarely seen to full advantage, evidence of its presence is more familiar. It has a liking for garden peas, and also raids cherries and other cultivated fruit. That explains why it is disliked by market gardeners. The nest of twigs and roots is usually rather high up. It can be built on a horizontal branch, or amongst the twigs in the crown of a tree, in a large orchard or in woodland. But because of the wary behaviour of the owners, the nest is often overlooked until the leaves have fallen in the autumn. The 4–5 eggs are grey-green or pale buff, with dark brown spots and some dusky-grey streaks.
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