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Chapter 1


The Joys of Twitching


Why do we watch birds? Getting on for three million of us do in Britain, at least occasionally, every year. For some of us it means a bird table outside the kitchen window, for others a regular visit to the local bird sanctuary. For the serious twitchers amongst us, it involves journeys the length and breadth of the country – and beyond – in search of some elusive “tick” of a rare sighting.


Perhaps it’s because we envy their ability to fly. Birds are all around us, everywhere, whether we live in the town or the country, on the coast or inland. We share our environment with them. And yet they live in a quite different world too, a world “up there” made possible by flight and by ancient instinctive patterns of breeding and migration, a world still regulated by the climate and the seasons from which in the modern age we have insulated ourselves. Perhaps this is why they appear in so many tales of primitive folklore and legend – they are not bound by the same constraints as us.
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If we envy their flight, we certainly admire their plumage for its infinite complexity and variety of pattern. In Britain alone it is possible to see over 400 different species of bird, amongst which even the commonest little brown bird, the House Sparrow, has graceful and subtle markings. We can be as pleased to see the Sparrow in Britain as we are the Heron or the Kestrel, the Woodpecker or the Robin – all beautiful birds.
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There is beauty and pattern too in the songs of the birds. From the conversational Crow to the angelic Skylark, birdsong contains music of great variety and inspiration. The dawn chorus, the lone Mistle Thrush, even the raucous shouting of the rookery, all have the power to intrigue and lift our spirits.


Whatever your reason for watching birds – scientific, aesthetic or just plain fun – they are there for the watching, wherever you are. Enjoy them!




Chapter 2


How to Use this Book


Birds are arranged in this book within the relevant section. The sections reflect the general habitats in which you are most likely to see each bird, but it should be borne in mind that many birds can be seen in different habitats at different times of the year.


The book is designed as a field companion and offers accurate and useful descriptions of the 72 featured birds, and each contains further details and background information.


The book aims particularly to help the birdwatcher avoid common mistakes of wrongful identification, with notes for each bird on similar-looking species and clear references in brackets – for example Cormorant (Coastal 12) – to the habitat section and number of the look-alike for easy comparison.


There is a further Quick Reference section at the end of the book with simple guides for sorting out three frequent sources of confusion – the Big Black Birds, the Little Brown Birds, and the Gulls.
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Chapter 3


The Country Habitat


From Cornish moor to the wetlands of eastern England, from the gentle South Downs to the jagged Cairngorms, there exists in Britain’s countryside a remarkable diversity of natural environment. Dense forestry and scrubby heathland, open water and rocky gorge, cultivated field and fragile marsh – all offer their own solutions as breeding and feeding territories for our birdlife.


Some birds thrive in windy places; others need slow-flowing water; others still wait for the hand and plough of man to turn the soil for them. Some take their prey from remote lakes; others eat insects in ancient woodland. Each area provides a particular combination of weather and shelter, sustaining an interdependent community of plant and animal life; and although individual species may occur elsewhere, every local eco-system is irreplaceably unique.


The country habitat defines the variety of our bird population just as surely as it does our human one. Like us, birds have adapted to specific resources and climate, or migrated to one which suited their needs.


Our countryside plays host to a colourful mixture of resident and migrant species, whether they are Great Crested Grebes escaping the harsh eastern European winter, or Swallows fleeing the height of an African summer, or indigenous Curlews moving between marsh and moor within our borders.
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Britain has more than 300 regularly inhabitant birds, with half as many again appearing as occasional or accidental visitors. Of this total, around 40 are in forms unique to our islands. So for example our Robin is biologically distinct from the other 7 “races” of Robin to be found in the world. And although our common Song Thrush Turdus philomelos is also common in the rest of Europe, a sub-species Turdus philomelos hebridensis is only found in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland.


Such wonderful biodiversity within our small island means that every part of the countryside has something special to offer the birdwatcher.





 



1. Rook



Rooks are very gregarious birds, congregating in large groups of nests (rookeries), a familiar sight in tall trees all over Britain, where their apparent bickering with and stealing from their neighbours is accompanied by those hauntingly raucous calls.


Country lore holds that the higher the Rooks think it safe to build the nests in their treetop colonies, the better the summer is going to be. Curiously, colonies of seals are also known as rookeries, perhaps because of the similarities in denseness of population and the harsh barking din that both creatures make!
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In Ireland, if a Rook was seen to peer down a chimney, it warned of a coming death in the household. This may be connected with the old belief that every Rook had three drops of the devil’s blood in it!


In fact Rooks are very likeable birds, intelligent and sociable. Although they cause some damage to young crops, they are not the threat to young livestock that for example the Carrion Crow sometimes is.




CORVUS FRUGILEGUS







Appearance: large black bird. Black all over, except for a patch of bare pale off-white skin at the base of the bill, which is quite thin and straight; slightly angled forehead. Close up, the black of the adult bird has a purple sheen to it. Thigh feathers of both adults and juveniles are long and shaggy, giving them a baggy-trousered look.


Size: 45cm (18”).


Voice: drawn-out caw, as well as other shorter croaks.


Habitat: lowland farming country, in rows of trees, copses, and woodland


Distribution: all year throughout Britain and Ireland except far north of Scotland.


Not to be confused with: the Carrion Crow (Country 3), which has a shorter bill and a flatter forehead; the Raven, much bigger at 63cm (25”); and the much smaller Jackdaw (Country 5) with its grey not black hooded head.
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2. Lapwing



(also called PEEWIT, GREEN PLOVER)


The Lapwing is Britain’s commonest wader. In flight, it can be recognised by its surprisingly rounded wings, and by the lapping sound they make as they beat (hence one of its many names).
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It is a familiar sight on farmland, where it gathers outside the breeding season with other birds including Golden Plovers and Black-Headed Gulls. It shares the habit of some gulls in drumming the ground with its feet. This is in imitation of raindrops landing, and has the effect of bringing insects up to the surface where they think they will escape drowning.




VANELLUS VANELLUS







Appearance: white underparts, grey back with iridescent purple and green; black sides, throat, chin and crown with distinctive long black crest rising from the back of the head; white cheeks and short thin black bill; easily missed flash of chestnut brown under the tail; pink legs. Flight reveals white underwings and white bar at end of black tail.


Size: 30cm (12”).


Voice: distinctive and plaintive pee-wit cry in flight.


Habitat: nests in damp fields and uplands. In winter, gathers in huge flocks on marshland, estuaries and mudflats.


Distribution: all year throughout Britain and Ireland.


Not to be confused with: the Golden Plover, which in flight also shows white underwings and in winter even has a white belly (black in summer). But the Plover has golden brown speckled upper parts, and the lapwing is really unmistakable because of its distinctive black and white plumage and crest.





Faced with predators, the Lapwing flies away and then makes a lot of noise when farthest from the nest, to draw intruders towards her and away from her vulnerable young – a false-alarm tactic which Shakespeare used as a metaphor for insincerity:


“Far from her nest the lapwing cries away” (Comedy of Errors)
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3. Woodpigeon



(also called RING DOVE)


The Woodpigeon’s alternative name, Ring Dove, could be confused with that of the Collared Dove, which is however quite different in appearance.


It used to be believed that pigeons always hatched two eggs, one male and one female, and that these two would live together in love for the rest of their lives. Because of this, boy and girl human twins were sometimes called a pigeon pair.
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In Ireland the pigeon was one of many birds associated with death; it was believed to accompany funeral processions, and therefore a pigeon visiting a farmyard which did not already hold pigeons was considered unlucky.




COLUMBA PALUMBUS







Appearance: plump grey dove with relatively small head; yellow and black eye; pink-tinged chest, white patch either side of neck; small reddish-pink bill and legs. White wing-bars before dark tail and wingtips are revealed in flight.


Size: 40cm (16”).


Voice: a soothing five-note phrase – cu-COO-coo, coo-coo.


Habitat: all kinds of wooded area; feeds in open spaces.


Distribution: all year, throughout Britain and Ireland.


Not to be confused with: smaller members of the dove family such as the Rock Dove (rare, confined to wilder Scottish and Irish coasts, no white marks, bold black wing-bars, grey wing-tips), the Stock Dove (widespread except in parts of Ireland and the Scottish Highlands, no white marks, shorter tail, black wing-tips), and the Feral Pigeon (Urban 13) (thinner and scruffier!).





Plump pigeons and doves have been a plentiful and easy supply of meat since at least the Bronze Age. Man has often encouraged them to roost in or near human habitation, through the provision of dove-cotes, and there are written references to them as long ago as 685 AD in the works of the scholastic Saint Aldhelm of Malmesbury.


Despite its cheerful, puffed-up, almost Dickensian appearance, the Woodpigeon is a major countryside pest, doing an enormous amount of damage by feeding on young crops.
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4. Carrion Crow



The Hooded Crow (Corvus corone-cornix) is a close cousin of the Carrion Crow, found where the Carrion Crow is not – Ireland, the Isle of Man and the Scottish Highlands. It differs in appearance by having a distinct mid-grey rather than black body beneath its black wings and black head.


Unlike the Rook which it so closely resembles, the Carrion or Hooded Crow is a solitary bird, nesting and feeding alone or in close family groups – very occasionally foraging in small gangs, or flocks of a few hundred.


The “Hoodie” is said to have a deeper voice than the Carrion Crow. The familiar sound of either crow at dusk was a useful bedtime reminder for children in the days before clocks and TV. An old rhyme goes:
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“Caw, caw!” says the crow, as he flies overhead,


“It’s time little Mary [or Johnny] was going to bed.”


Easy to characterise as unpleasant because they are black and scavenge for dead meat, the collective noun for these birds is a murder of crows! But the crow is actually one of Britain’s most intelligent animals, adapting ingeniously to the man-made environment. It can be seen in parks taking stale bread to the pond to soften it for example, and has learnt to haul up bin liners like fishing nets from deep bins to get at the discarded food at the bottom of them.




CORVUS CORONE CORONE







Appearance: large black bird. All black, with a faint green gloss on the back; featherless black legs, heavy black beak and face; in flight, square-cut tail and relatively blunt, rounded wingtips.


Size: 47cm (19”).


Voice: short harsh kaa-kaa-kaa.


Habitat: open countryside with a few trees – not denser woodland.


Distribution: all year throughout England, Wales and southern Scotland.


Not to be confused with: the Rook (Country 1), which has a higher forehead, a whitish face and a purple sheen on its back; the Raven, a much bigger black bird with a different habitat; and the Jackdaw (Country 5), which has dark grey underparts, paler grey neck and back of head, a shorter bill and a black cap and forehead.





[image: illustration]





 



5. Jackdaw



The Jackdaw is another sociable member of the crow family, not quite as communal as the Rook but often found in that bird’s company and in large groups of other Jackdaws.
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It is a nimble bird, both on foot and in the air where it occasionally offers aerobatic displays.


It is relatively unafraid of humans, and can be easily tamed (although it can be quite a bully on the bird table in hard winters). There are many historical examples of the Jackdaw being kept as a pet.




CORVUS MONEDULA







Appearance: large blackish bird. Black wings and back, dark grey underbody, with a hood which varies from dark grey to off-white; distinctive pale grey eyes; a high black forehead and a relatively short bill. Size: 29cm (12”).


Voice: high-pitched chuck-chuck.


Habitat: open woodland and well-wooded parkland; also nests in old buildings and sheltered inland cliffs.


Distribution: all year throughout Britain and Ireland, but less common in north west Scotland.


Not to be confused with: the slightly larger and all-black Rook (Country 1), with which it frequently associates (often even nesting in abandoned rooks’ nests); the Chough is similar in flight but is all-black with a distinctive slender curved deep orange bill and orange legs, and is much rarer with only a few nesting sites on western coasts of Ireland and Britain.





The Jackdaw is much mentioned in folklore. One Jackdaw perched on a rooftop was a sign of bad luck, but several were an omen of good financial fortune. Aesop has several fables about the bird – The Jackdaw and the String, The Jackdaw and the Doves, The Vain Jackdaw, The Eagle and the Jackdaw, The Jackdaw and the Fox – all concerned with the bird’s wily nature.


Like the Magpie, the Jackdaw has a reputation for mischievous thieving, as featured in an early 19th century short story called The Jackdaw of Rheims in which a Jackdaw steals a cardinal’s ring. (The cardinal curses the unknown thief, the curse makes the Jackdaw dishevelled and the bird’s guilt is revealed!)
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6. Magpie



With its clean lines and subtly rich colouring, the Magpie is one of Britain’s beautiful birds. But it is also an extremely aggressive coloniser, attacking and eating small and young birds and eggs when it moves into an area, extremely annoying to gamekeepers. Farmers dislike it because it feeds on grain. But it also eats vermin, insects and other farmland pests.
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Usually seen in groups of two or three, the Magpie can assemble in larger numbers at times of display or roosting. This observation gave rise to the traditional rhymes about magpie numbers, one of which goes:
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