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On the January day when I began to write this introduction to my book, a song thrush was singing for the first time this year in the trees at the end of my garden. The notes rang out loud and clear – bright, crystal-clear notes and trills, now repeated three times, now four, on and on in the morning sunlight.


Every year, for several years in the past, there had been a song thrush singing there from January to June. Then, in the last two years, none came, and there was silence in the treetops. It was exquisitely pleasurable to think that once again – throughout the spring, with luck – I was to have that song, itself so joyous-sounding, just outside my window.


That intense pleasure in birds began, I think, on country walks with my father and sister when she and I were small children. Then, when I was fourteen, I set out to study the willow warblers that came in summer to a birch common near our home – plotting their territories, finding their nests, watching them bring up their young. I had written two articles about them in bird journals – British Birds and Ibis – before I left school.


Then other interests in my life supervened. But in due course I started taking my own son for long walks in the countryside – along the Ridgeway and the Malverns, and in the Lake District – and suddenly all my delight in birds flooded back. I think it got a special boost when I met an elderly ornithologist who addressed me: ‘Ah! Willow warbler May!’


For thirty years now I have been writing about them in The Times. I have followed their lives in many regular haunts of mine – estuaries, marshes, heaths, the seashore, as well as countless woods and fields and country lanes. I have also sought them in wild places, in mountains and on islands.


But I can find pleasure in them anywhere. Even a starling flying past my window – a few flaps of its wings, a glide, another few flaps, in its inimitable way – can give me, for a moment, all the contentment that I wish for.
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In the churchyard of St Mary’s, in the village of Bayford in Hertfordshire, lies the body of one of the greatest British ornithologists, William Yarrell. His authoritative book, A History of British Birds, was published in 1843. It was illustrated by 550 engravings and it became an immediate bestseller.


The pied wagtail was given its scientific name in honour of Yarrell – Motacilla alba yarrellii – and the French, touchingly, still call the pied wagtail the bergeronnette de Yarrell, or Yarrell’s little shepherdess.


He has a fascinating tomb in the hillside churchyard, with its views to the north across the blue countryside. A broken railing overgrown with nettles surrounds it, and inside are the graves of his whole family. He died in 1856, and wrote his own epitaph for the tomb: ‘He was the survivor of 12 brothers and sisters who, with their father and mother, are all placed close to this spot, first and last. The earliest summoned and the longest spared are here deposited.’ You can still see all their tombstones: long stone casings on the ground for the adults; little stone plaques for the children.


While I was looking at the tomb some goldfinches were making their tinkling twitters at the top of a bare ash tree and a robin was singing softly in a hedge. The churchyard also had several neat yew trees, and suddenly a redwing flew out of one of them. No doubt it had been feeding on the juicy, pink yew berries.
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Redwing








It was followed rapidly by another, then another, and suddenly the whole sky to the north of the churchyard was filled with redwings flying about in their wild, erratic way. The sun was low in the sky behind me but its rays were strong and fell directly on the flying birds. So the bright red feathers under the wings of these wintering thrushes all shone out brilliantly as the flock whirled around above the sunlit landscape.


It was a spectacular sight while it lasted. I could not help feeling that Yarrell must have seen it sometimes in the winter, and that he would have been glad to know that the birds were still performing above his tomb, more than 150 years after he died.
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Four blackbirds have been coming on to the lawn in my garden to eat the food that I have been throwing down for them.


One is a handsome male, jet black with a bright yellow bill and a yellow ring round his eye that gives him a wide-eyed, startled look. Another is an adult female, with very consistent dark-brown plumage except for some paler feathers under her chin. Then there are two younger birds: a young, black male that can be distinguished by the dark-brown ends of his wings and his duller yellow beak, and what I suppose is a young female, brown with a very mottled breast like swirling muddy water.


I think they are a family from last summer, though there is no evident family feeling between them. In fact, watching their relationships is very interesting. If the adult male comes down first, he seems to regard himself as owner of the garden, and flies fiercely at the next comer. The intended victim generally dodges him and stays, and the others follow it down. After that the ‘owner’ shows no interest in the other birds until they come near him.


However, if the adult female lands on the lawn first, she seems to take the view of herself that the adult male did of himself and moreover he now seems to share that view. I see him sitting on the fence looking down at her very warily – and, sure enough, as soon as he drops down onto the lawn she flies at him. She is now the ‘owner’.


Nevertheless, before long they are all feeding in the garden together again. They tuck in eagerly but repeatedly pause to look round the garden and up at the sky for fear of enemies.


The young ones are less aggressive, but they too will sometimes try to chase another of the party away. In fact, between them, they spend a lot of time quarrelling and leaving the food unattended. A song thrush comes down occasionally, and once I saw the adult female fly at it, and land at the end of the garden. The thrush just flew nimbly over her head, picked up the very crumb she had been eating and fled with it. The blackbird’s attack had just been self-harming.


Why do blackbirds behave like this? In the short term it clearly does them no good. The answer must be that in the long term their aggressiveness serves them, and that all in all they live better the more aggressive they are. Still, you often feel like shouting at one of them: ‘Stop it, you idiot!’
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Last week I went in search of a flock of waxwings. These birds, the size of starlings, that have come here from Scandinavia have provided an extraordinary Christmas treat, not only for birdwatchers, but also for many others who have seen them in high streets, car parks and gardens. They have swept down from Scotland and spread all over the country looking for berries to feed on and have found them on ornamental bushes such as cotoneasters in the centre of numerous towns and villages.


I found my flock in a crescent of new houses on the edge of Hertford. There was a field just behind the houses and there, in the tops of some tall, young sycamores, there were forty-five of them (they were easy to count) silhouetted against the sky. Their swept-back crests, like tiny sails, identified them at once, and the frayed tips of the crests looked like the bunches of thin seed stalks that were dangling from the sycamore twigs around them.


They held their wings out from their sides like a penguin’s flippers, as if poised to fly. From where they sat they had a clear view of an ornamental rowan tree, loaded with pink and white berries, in one of the gardens.
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Waxwing








Suddenly, about half of them shot down into this tree. There they swung about among the berries, gobbling them in an almost manic fashion. Now I could see all their colour – the pink of their bodies and crests; the black and white markings; the blob of red, like sealing wax, on their wings; and the bright yellow tips to their tails. They stayed in the tree for no more than twenty or thirty seconds. Then they all rushed back to the sycamores like a shoal of startled fish.


It was a marvellous spectacle, and during the next half-hour it was repeated again and again – the wild dash into the tree, the acrobatics and frenzied gobbling, then the coordinated, desperate-looking flight back.


Then, in a single motion, the whole flock rose into the air and whirled away through the sky. If I had arrived half an hour later, I would never have seen them.
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I was walking past a grove of willow trees at the edge of a lake when I heard a faint, strange squeak up in the branches. I was not sure what it could be and I searched the twigs with my field glasses, but there seemed to be absolutely nothing there. Then I heard it again and realised it was just one willow branch rubbing against another in the wind – not a bird at all. It was not the first time I had been caught out by a tree in this way.


However, in the silence of a winter’s day one can often detect thin, puzzling sounds, hard to locate, in the trees – and some of them do come from birds.


A little further on I again heard some slight murmurs. Once again I lifted my field glasses and this time, perched on top of a tall hawthorn bush some distance away, I saw a goldfinch, with its red, white and black head.


As I got nearer, more wispy sounds came from inside the bush. As my goldfinch took off, another three goldfinches suddenly darted out of the bush to join it. They were evidently the performers, if the word is not too grand. Now, as they all swung away, I could see the long gold bars running down the length of their wings to the tip.


A flock of goldfinches is called a ‘charm’ and it was the right word for this dazzling little band of tricksters. Girls seeing that sight overhead were once supposed to be sure of getting a rich husband.


Another bird that can sometimes be heard only faintly in the treetops is the siskin. It is a small, green bird with a yellow wing bar and there can sometimes be a whole flock of them extricating the seeds from the black cones on an alder tree, with only the slightest, occasional wheezes and tinkles coming down from it.


They are hard to see, too, as they hang among all the cones and catkins that festoon the alder twigs. You could easily pass under the tree without realising they were there at all. ‘Siskin’, their sibilant name, is itself an imitation of their calls. They are relatives of the goldfinches and the two species might be called the whispering birds of winter.




[image: ]





The other day I passed a large stretch of grass that ran down to a river, with the sun breaking through the clouds after a morning of heavy rain. The grass was wet and all the earthworms beneath must have come to the surface, for there were birds pulling them out everywhere – blackbirds, several magpies, a song thrush and even a crowd of moorhens.


Suddenly down flew a small flock of thrush-like birds that skittered to a landing and instantly joined in the feast. They were redwings – winter visitors from Iceland and Scandinavia. They are quite like the song thrush, but unmistakable with their yellowish eye-stripes and the big splash of blood red on their flanks.


But very soon something startled them and up they all flew to reveal that the blood-red patch extended right under their wings as well. They looked like the flying wounded as they shot into the sky, tilting wildly from side to side.


No doubt they fly in this erratic way to protect themselves from cruising peregrine falcons and sparrowhawks. In fact, a few years ago I saw a remarkable battle between a redwing and a sparrowhawk.


I heard a shrill cry of fear coming from a hawthorn bush and in it I saw a dark-brown female sparrowhawk spreadeagled among the thorns. Beneath her, upside down, was a redwing, the crimson blaze showing under an outspread wing.


Both were completely entangled in the thorns. The sparrowhawk was holding the redwing lightly with one of its talons, unable to wrench itself free without letting its prey go; the redwing was completely trapped. Total deadlock. The situation was resolved only when a man with a dog came by and the sparrowhawk gave up and tore itself away. The redwing flew off ruffled but unhurt. It had no doubt tried to save itself by diving into the hawthorn – and succeeded.


Redwings are widespread in winter. They will be going home in April, and between now and then flocks of them will be singing in the treetops. You hear the distant murmur, and then find them sitting among the branches babbling away.


The earliest spring visitor here is the chiffchaff, and sometimes in March I have heard one of these new arrivals singing in the treetops, with the redwings performing alongside it – the voices of winter and spring ringing out together.
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Since British Birds magazine began in 1907, it has presided over a colossal expansion of interest and pleasure in birds in this country. Countless birdwatchers have published their field observations in its pages – but always subject to the most careful editorial scrutiny of their accuracy and scientific soundness. It has been the school of British birdwatching.


There is a typical and topical letter in the current issue. In autumn 2004, there was an invasion of northern bullfinches. These birds, which come from Russia and Finland, are slightly bigger and brighter than our bullfinches, yet not very easy to distinguish. However, it seemed to be the case that they had a distinctive call – a tooting or trumpeting note. Nevertheless, many observers thought that they also made the soft, piping ‘peu’ call that our bullfinches use. If so, it was never going to be so simple to pick them out.


In a letter, James McCallum reports from a visit to Finnish Lapland in spring 2006, where he found that all the breeding northern bullfinches used the trumpeting call and no other. He had also watched a female northern bullfinch among some British bullfinches in Norfolk in March of that year, and again observed that the northern bird always used the trumpeting call and the British birds the ‘peu’ call.


He says that it may have been easy to think mistakenly that the northern bird used the soft call. When he came along a path where the little flock were feeding on old blackberries in the brambles, he could hear both calls ahead of him. But the shy British birds melted away invisibly into the leaves, leaving only the northern bird conspicuously behind. So an observer may well think that this bird had been responsible for making both calls.


He also mentions a loud, clear, flute-like song he heard from the northern birds, again quite unlike the British bullfinch’s subdued – and rarely heard – song. It made me remember how some twenty years ago I found a male bullfinch looking very colourful on top of a hawthorn tree near Windsor and carolling away loudly in a startling and totally unfamiliar way. I now wonder if in those days, before anyone had ever thought about them, I had found a northern bullfinch. Well, it is the moment for birdwatchers to go out, armed with better information, and see if there is another invasion – which is quite possible if the weather turns cold.
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Dippers are getting busy. These birds of upland burns and streams are among the first to nest and can have eggs in their homes behind waterfalls by the end of February.


The rushing water they live by will not freeze; they retreat to lowland canals only in the most terrible of winters.


They are a remarkable sight as they bob up and down, blinking, on a rock in the stream before dropping into the water and disappearing. They spend much of their life walking about on the stream bed, looking for little aquatic creatures. They also swim underwater, although they do not have webbed feet, instead using their stubby, well-feathered wings.


On the rocks their cocked tails make them look like large, white-breasted wrens; for this reason they have always been considered close to the wren in the evolutionary tree. However, ornithologists now think that this is a bit naive and that, in fact, they are close to thrushes.


They are singing again after two quiet months – a sweet trilling song, not unlike a wren’s – and the males and females, which split up last summer and held rival territories next to each other along the stream, are joining up once more.


Like kingfishers, they are often seen shooting past you just above the water. I have watched them on a burn in the Lammermuir Hills and noticed how, fast though they may be going, they always stop at the same point. That is where the next territory begins and they respect the boundary. They drop down on to a stone, or start flying back, so you need not fear that you have lost them. If you follow them, you will almost certainly meet them again. Few birds are so obliging.


Even when the water is icy, dippers will plunge in, and the young birds are as fearless as their parents. On the same burn I once watched a very young bird, a small, drab version of its parents. It gave me one look from its rock before leaping into the water. I never saw it again, but I’m sure that it went sailing off happily down there.
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People often use the phrase ‘lesser spotted’ by way of a joke. The Daily Mail once called Prince William’s then-fiancée ‘the lesser spotted Kate’, because no one ever saw her, and in The Times Ann Treneman described our former Prime Minister as ‘the lesser spotted Gordo’ for the same reason. It all goes back to a tiny and not very common bird: the lesser spotted woodpecker.
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Lesser Spotted Woodpecker








It gets its name because there is a great spotted woodpecker, which is large with white spots on its back, and ‘lesser spotted’ follows naturally for the smaller, similar species. However the ‘spotted’ is not so apt here because the small bird has black and white bars on its back, rather than spots. I have seen a similar bird in America, which is called the ladder-backed woodpecker, and that would be a better name if it were not already taken.


This is the best time of year to go looking for the lesser spotted woodpecker, which is an elusive bird. It is less than six inches long and, when it is searching for insects in tangled treetops, it is hard to see. However, at the end of January it starts to be very audible. It drums with its beak on dead branches, and it also makes a sharp ‘pee-pee-pee’ call.


Both of the spotted woodpeckers drum, in order to attract a mate and warn off rivals. It is a loud sound that rings through the woods. However, one can sometimes distinguish the lesser bird’s drumming, because it is thinner and more high-pitched, and each burst goes on longer than the great’s, which lasts only about one second.


The ‘pee-pee-pee’ call is only heard for a few weeks around February. It is not unlike the nuthatch’s call and if you try to see every nuthatch you hear, you may well find that you have a lesser spotted in the tree. The bars on its back distinguish it from the great spotted, which also has a big blood-red splash under the tail that the lesser spotted lacks. Look out for this sprightly little bird not only in woods, but also in copses and even solitary trees in hedgerows.
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One evening I was walking in the London dusk alongside the Thames and, just as I passed the back door of the Savoy Hotel, I was arrested by a burst of fluting song. The singer was hidden somewhere in the dark trees in the little garden flanking the river, but it could easily see me, I have no doubt, because of the many-coloured lights from the river. It was my first singing blackbird of the year, making the most of the nocturnal light of London.


It is always a marvellous moment when you hear that first blackbird. Its song is so beautiful and you know that from now on you will hear more and more blackbirds singing, until the summer evenings are filled with lazy music. The rich notes seem to fall effortlessly from their open beaks and float away, curling into the air. Occasionally, the singer seems bored with it all and his song collapses into a jumble of thin, hard notes. But it is only for a moment – and then the gorgeously indolent fluting begins again.


Blackbirds are now the birds people probably see most often in their gardens, especially the males, conspicuous with their sleek, black plumage and their bright yellow beak. Both the male and the brown female, moreover, are very active birds, hopping boldly over lawns and chasing off other blackbirds.


We are lucky here, because until the nineteenth century they were much more exclusively woodland birds. In fact, that low-pitched song evolved because it was better at penetrating a dense canopy than a high-pitched song would have been. It is both far-carrying and soft. By contrast, when blackbirds are alarmed they fly off with a shrill, clattering cry, theatrically hyping up the panic, I feel.


They are mostly in pairs by now, and in April they will start building their nests in garden hedges as well as in odd sites such as the glove pocket of an abandoned car. People often give names to their garden blackbirds. I recently heard of one called Nigella, partly after the nyjer seeds that birds love in bird feeders and partly after Nigella Lawson.
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Even while there has been frost in the air, magpies have started building their nests for spring. This week I watched one in some bushes pulling clumsily at the twigs. It kept tumbling about, and now you could see how useful its long tail was. In the sky, where it looks like a saucepan handle, the tail seems nothing but an encumbrance. But in the bushes, spread out and gleaming, it helped the bird to keep its balance in the most efficient way.


Eventually the magpie managed to break off a long twig, cackled loudly and flew off with it. It is the males that collect building material, and this one’s mate had been sitting nearby watching. She flew off with him, and somewhere away in a treetop they would have helped each other to weave it into the nest. Some of last year’s constructions can still be seen in the bare trees, often battered and ghostly looking. But magpies normally make a new nest each year, and it is desirable for them to start early, since the bulky structures take a long time to finish.


Of course, many people will groan at the very thought of magpies breeding and multiplying, since they fear for the day in spring when they have some young robins in a nest in their garden and wake up to find the nest empty and a magpie laughing on the roof. But the magpie is behaving no differently from the robin when it pulls up an earthworm to give to its fledglings, and the idea that magpies seriously reduce the number of small songbirds has now been proved false.


I continue to like magpies and the bold way in which they perch on treetops, like the flag-bearers of the countryside.  Incidentally, in some international bird lists they are now called black-billed magpies. An accurate description – but I don’t believe anyone in this country is ever going to adopt that alien name, whether they love or hate the bird.
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One morning I was out in my garden just after sunrise looking at a song thrush which had already been singing for hours in a sycamore tree. The sun’s rays had just caught its breast and it was looking almost pink.
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Song Thrush








Then I noticed two larger pink birds sitting in a tree nearby. They were two jays, but they were sitting as close to each other as two turtle doves. They were both preening a lot and shivering their wings. It was, I think, too early in the year for them to be getting down to the business of mating and breeding, but there was certainly a spring air of intimacy about them.


The thrush and the jays were the only birds about and a line of Shakespeare came into my head. Autolycus’s cheerful song ‘When daffodils begin to peer’ in The Winter’s Tale includes the passage: ‘The lark, that tirra-lyra chants, / With heigh! with heigh! the thrush and the jay.’


I had never thought before about this odd linking together of the thrush and the jay, or if I had, I had supposed that ‘jay’ was only there for the rhyme (further on, with ‘hay’). But suddenly I wondered if Shakespeare had not seen a thrush singing and some jays flirting at the same time, just as I was seeing them now, with my daffodils also ‘peering’, just about to open.


This pair of jays had spent the winter together, I believe, for since last autumn I have often seen a pair around the garden. Jackdaws, which belong to the same family as jays, the crow family, are starting to sit side by side in pairs in the same cosy-looking way, but I had not seen jays sitting like this before.


What will be seen in the next month or so is small flocks of jays gathering in trees, and then flying out, with one trooping after the other to another tree. Magpies, also members of the crow family, gather in the same way in early spring, but much more conspicuously, with a lot of loud chattering. When there are twelve magpies in a bare tree, all pointing their long tails in different directions, it looks like a giant pincushion.


Both the magpie and the jay flocks appear to be made up of first-year birds that have not got a mate yet, and are now in the process of forming pairs. Valentine’s Day is the day on which birds are traditionally said to pair up.
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Blackbirds, dunnocks and greenfinches all start singing in early February, but, for me, the chaffinch really signals the onset of spring. This week, a little later than in some years, they, too, have been joining the party. And with them there it really does sound like a party.


They have one of the most cheerful-sounding of all British bird songs. It begins with a little run of chirpy notes, then the notes come louder and faster, and finally it breaks into a whirl that sounds as if the bird has turned head over heels. They repeat the song again and again. In the nineteenth century people gambled over which of their caged chaffinches would sing the most songs in a set period of time.


Chaffinches also look very fine as they sing, and as they generally perform on a low branch and are not very shy, it is easy to watch them. It is the males that sing, and they are now in their spring plumage with a powder blue cap, a pink breast, a greenish lower back and two conspicuous white wing bars. These males have now taken up their territories and they are flying around the boundaries making loud ‘pink-pink’ calls, so that other chaffinches know precisely the limits they must not cross. Only the brown female chaffinches are allowed in, and when the male has chosen one the pair will defend the territory together. After that, another distinctive call, like a rapid trickle of water, will be heard everywhere. Nobody knows what its purpose is, but it may be a warning of danger from the male to the female, or perhaps a call to let her know where he is.


With all this vocalising, chaffinches become a noticeable presence in the countryside from now until July. They build their mossy nests in April and bring up about four chicks. There are getting on for seven million pairs in Britain, which means that they are probably our second most common breeding bird after the wren.
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A very strange-looking goose is slowly becoming more widespread in Britain. It is a large, pinkish bird that looks as if it has two black eyes, and when it flies it reveals large white patches on its wings. In the water it swims gawkily with its tail held higher than its shoulders, and it can be seen perching in trees. This curious creature is the Egyptian goose, a common bird in Africa. In Kenya, there is one on practically every village puddle.


It was introduced here in the late eighteenth century and Norfolk has always been its headquarters in this country. It is most abundant in Holkham Park and along the Babingley river. But it has been spreading into the East Midlands and is now not uncommon further afield. It is mostly seen around lakes and gravel pits, and there was a pair on the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens recently.


Altogether there are thought to be about 1,000 individuals here, all living wild and flying freely. It is on the British list in the C category, which is defined as ‘established feral birds that are self-maintaining’ – the same category as the ring-necked parakeet. (‘Feral’ in this context means non-native birds that live freely here.)
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