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INTRODUCTION










Birding is hunting without killing, preying without punishing, and collecting without clogging your home.


 MARK OBMASCIK
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People sometimes ask us, 'What do you do when you're not birdwatching?' The answer is, 'We're always birdwatching!' This isn't because we're absolute birdwatching fanatics, although some people might say we are. It is because we can always watch birds. 




  Unlike many leisure activities, you don't have to go to a special venue or live in a particular part of the country to go birdwatching – you can see birds anywhere. It isn't restricted to specific times of day or certain months of the year – you can watch birds all year round at any time of day or night. And you don't need any particular equipment either – all you need is a pair of eyes, a pair of ears, and the ability to look and listen. A pair of binoculars will help you get a better view and a field guide will tell you more about what particular bird you are looking at, but the real pleasure comes from simply seeing birds. Regardless of whether you can put a name to them or not, birds are beautiful, fascinating creatures and they're everywhere.




  Even while we're writing this, we can see a Collared Dove sitting on the chimneypots, a Buzzard is circling over the hills in the distance, a Jackdaw is probing at something it has found on the pavement opposite and a Herring Gull has just landed on a nearby rooftop. That's four birds we're watching, just while we're working on the computer.




  It's easy to start birdwatching and anyone can do it. All you need to do is look, and notice. And once you start looking and noticing one bird, you'll start looking and noticing more. You'll notice the differences in their colour; maybe they hop or they strut along the ground; perhaps they'll be soaring on the wind or hovering to keep still. 




  Before you know it, you'll be looking out for birds. You'll be looking to see if there are as many Pied Wagtails marching around the supermarket car park as last time you did the shopping. Or you'll be counting the number of Kestrels you spot from the motorway. Or how many times the Robin comes into your garden to feed just as you're making your first coffee of the day.




  And once you start looking out for birds, you'll notice something else too. You'll notice that you've forgotten whatever it was you were worrying about; that important meeting suddenly isn't so daunting, or perhaps your tired feet don't ache any more. Because birdwatching is good for you. While you're concentrating on seeing and enjoying birds, you're not thinking about anything else. It's absorbing without being taxing, and stimulating without wearing you out. If you've just watched a Blackbird foraging for worms amongst the leaf litter, you can't help but smile inside and your day is already better for it.






CHAPTER 1


 


KEY PEOPLE IN BIRDING HISTORY










The love for all living creatures is the most noble attribute of man. 


CHARLES DARWIN









Birdwatching hasn't always been the specific leisure activity in Britain that it is today. In earlier centuries, when more people lived in the country and made their living on the land, birds and other wildlife simply inhabited the same space, side by side with humans, and went largely unobserved in any formal sense. Only a relatively small number of people actively watched wildlife and a disproportionately large number of these were members of the clergy. Perhaps they, more than many other people, had the opportunity and the means to explore the countryside as they visited their parish. 




  Of these, Gilbert White  (1720–1793) is perhaps the best known and often considered one of our earliest birdwatchers and ornithologists. Born in a vicarage in Selborne in Hampshire, he was ordained in 1749 and was the curate of a number of parishes across the Shires, including Selborne itself. He is best known for his book The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne, written in 1789. Based on a series of letters and notes, it chronicles his observations of birds, mammals, insects, plants and other wildlife in Selborne in a detailed and descriptive manner. Not afraid to challenge the scientific beliefs of the time, he employed a group of men to dredge his local ponds to disprove the theory that Swallows spent the winter buried in mud at the bottom of pools and lakes. Of course, no matter how deep they dug, they weren't able to uncover a single Swallow. To further prove his case, one season he tied lengths of coloured cotton to the legs of the Swallows nesting around his house and was delighted to see the tagged birds returning to the same site the following spring. Perhaps this was the earliest recorded example of bird ringing in Britain?
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Nearly a century later, another naturalist also challenged the status quo of scientific thinking. Charles Darwin (1809–1882) had a unique opportunity to study a variety of birds, plants and fossils firsthand when he joined a 5-year voyage around the world on the HMS Beagle in 1831 as the resident naturalist. He studied examples of Mockingbirds collected from different islands across the Galapagos archipelago and noticed that, while they seemed superficially to be the same species, there were slight variations amongst them, such as the length of their bills, depending on which island they lived on. He suggested that this adaptation might have developed over time to allow them to capitalise on the particular circumstances on each separate island. This became his revolutionary theory on the origin of species. Darwin's theory of evolution or 'survival of the fittest' (though maybe 'survival of the most adaptable' is more accurate) rocked the scientific world. It was radical stuff, as it challenged the accepted teachings from the Bible that in the beginning God created the world just as they found it.


  But although he gets most of the credit, Darwin wasn't the only birdwatcher to come up with the idea of evolution through natural selection. Remarkably, Alfred Russel Wallace (1823–1913), a contemporary of Charles Darwin, but working completely independently, also developed the theory that species evolved over time to best suit their surroundings, based on his own fieldwork and studies in the Amazon Basin and Indonesia. Both Wallace and Darwin published papers on the subject, though Darwin has always had the wider acknowledgement. Perhaps groundbreaking theories are like buses; none for ages and then two come along at once. 
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Meanwhile, over in the United States, a gentleman called John James Audubon (1785–1851) was making his mark on the world of birdwatching through his magnificent bird paintings. A passionate ornithologist and talented artist, he spent much of his life in rural America hunting and drawing birds, and discovered 25 new bird species as he did so. Unlike earlier artists, he painted birds realistically against the backdrop of their typical habitats. His most important work was Birds of America, which he sold to patrons in both America and Britain through subscriptions in advance, perhaps the original collector's part-work. In order to make his illustrations as accurate as possible, Audubon shot many of his specimens, as this was the only way to get a close enough look at the birds since binoculars were not available in those days. He painted his subjects life-size, which meant that even though he was painting on paper in Double Elephant size – each sheet was a massive 39 x 25 inches (99 x 64 cm) – he had to contort some of the larger birds into the most peculiar positions in order to fit them onto the page. For example, his Great Blue Heron is almost touching its toes with its bill to get it all on one page. Nonetheless, his birds have a bewitching liveliness to them and his paintings are still highly sought-after today, though you would need a very large bookcase and a lot of money to own an original edition: a copy of Birds of America reached nearly £7m at auction in 2010. 


  Fast-forward to the twentieth century and Audubon's influence was still being felt in the illustrations of birds in field guides. However, a quantum leap in the style of these field guides was made by another American birdwatcher and artist, Roger Tory Peterson (1908–1996). His eureka moment was to introduce the technique of lines pointing to the key field marks on the illustration, to show what particular features to concentrate on when identifying each bird. Like all great ideas, its beauty lies in its simplicity and Peterson is credited with creating the first modern field guide.




  Back in Britain, another prominent ornithologist and artist was promoting birdwatching on the ground. Sir Peter Markham Scott (1909–1989) had grown up as a passionate supporter of birds and wildlife. Those famous instructions from his father, Robert Scott (the ill-fated Scott of the Antarctic), to 'make the boy interested in natural history' had paid dividends and Sir Peter Scott was extremely talented in painting birds and other wildlife, as well as creating the highly effective camouflage design used on naval vessels in World War Two. In 1946 he founded the Severn Wildfowl Trust (now known as the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, or WWT) at Slimbridge in Gloucestershire, and by instigating a captive breeding programme he saved the Nene Goose from extinction. The WWT now has nine reserves across the country welcoming over a million visitors a year, all coming to enjoy an encounter with birds.




  And how many of us have been absorbed as Sir David Attenborough (1926–present) brought birds into our homes through his wonderful television programmes about wildlife over the years. In 1998 a new series, The Life of Birds was first broadcast. It had been three years in the making, with footage shot in 42 countries, and it covered in fascinating detail how birds evolved and all aspects of how birds live out their daily lives. It brought some of the most exotic bird species in the world right into our living rooms.




  These people, among many other advocates and enthusiasts, are part of the rich heritage of modern birdwatching, which is continued today by amateurs and experts alike. The more we learn ourselves, the more we realise there is still to learn, and today's emerging birdwatchers may be tomorrow's pioneers in the birding world.






CHAPTER 2


 


BINS AND BOOKS










Before I came along, the primary way to observe birds was to shoot them and stuff them.


 ROGER TORY PETERSON











Birdwatching is an easy-access activity, and you can start to enjoy watching birds without having to buy lots of expensive equipment. 


 


Choosing Your Perfect Bins!


 


While some people like to practise 'naked birdwatching' (that's without binoculars, not clothes!), most birdwatchers would agree that you really need a pair of binoculars to get the most out of watching birds. Quick and easy to use, binoculars will allow you to see birds in much more detail than the naked eye, whether they're coming to your garden feeder, pottering about on an estuary or flying overhead. Binoculars, often called 'bins' for short, come in all sorts of makes, types and prices and at first glance there may be a bewildering amount of choice. However, it is possible to buy the perfect pair of binoculars to start your birdwatching without spending a huge amount of money. 


 


Magnification


 


Choosing the right binoculars is all about numbers – for example, you're likely to encounter figures such as 8x32, 10x42 or 12x50. What does it all mean? The sets of numbers all boil down to two things: the magnification and the size of the lenses. The first number refers to how many times the image is magnified, e.g. eight times, ten times or even twelve times, but more magnification isn't necessarily better. A lower magnification such as eight times will give you a wider field of view; in other words, you will have a wider landscape in focus through your bins, making it easier to spot birds. Twelve times magnification will give you an image that is larger, but of a narrower view, and bear in mind that any unsteady movements of the hands while using the bins will be magnified twelve times too. In general, lower magnification means the image is brighter, the field of view is wider and the binoculars are easier to hold steady. 




 



Lens Diameter




 


The second number refers to the diameter (in millimetres) of the larger lens at the far end of your bins, called the objective lens. A larger diameter will let in more light, making it easier to see birds in low-light conditions such as at dawn or dusk, or in dense woodland. However, the larger the lens the heavier it will be, so you may find the trade-off in greater light-gathering capability makes a larger lens too heavy to use comfortably. And there's no point in having a pair of binoculars that would be great to use for your dawn birdwatching if only you could lift them! 


  If you are likely to be watching birds while out walking, then weight will be a consideration and a pair of 8x32s or 10x32s would be ideal. If you will be spending more time sitting in a hide or scanning out to sea or across wide estuaries, then a pair of 10x42s may be better for you. Of course, a higher-quality pair of 8x32s will still give you a brighter image than a cheap pair of 10x42s, but ultimately it all comes down to personal choice: what feels right in your hands, what you like looking through and how much money you want to spend. It is essential that you have a real hands-on test, so make sure you try before you buy to get what's right for you. To give you an example, Ruth uses 8x32s whereas Alan, who has larger hands, uses 8x42s, as we each find that particular model works best for us.
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Amazing Bird Fact




 



Peregrine Falcons can reach speeds of up to 200 mph (322 km/h) when diving for prey. They use their talons to grab their prey in mid-air, which they then carry off to eat.
















What Bird is That?


 


Binoculars sorted, the next piece of crucial equipment is a good bird book or field guide. Again, there is an incredible array of field guides: hardbacks, paperbacks, photo guides, artists' illustrations, guides to the birds of Britain, European field guides, specialist books on gulls, waders, rare birds; you name it, there's a book about it. Again, it is largely a matter of personal choice, but if you haven't been birdwatching long, then you may find it easier to begin with a book that focuses just on the birds of Britain and Ireland. This will exclude any confusingly similar-looking species that are found only on mainland Europe, so you can identify with confidence the small, brown bird in your garden as a Dunnock, and not a similar-looking Alpine Accentor that only lives in mainland Europe. Photo guides will show you pictures of the birds as you see them, but field guides with artists' illustrations will accentuate the key identification features you need to look for. The choice is yours. You may find it handy to keep a pocket field guide with you when you're out and about, and a larger field guide with more detailed information at home to refer to when you get back. Have a look at the Crossley ID Guide: Britain and Ireland, which is packed with photos, and the RSPB Guide to British Birds, which has illustrations. Both come highly recommended.
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Take Note!


 



Keeping a notebook handy can be good practice, to help you get in the habit of not just glancing at birds but really looking at them to study their details. The more you look and notice, the better you will get at bird identification. You don't have to be an artist to do a quick line sketch of what you see, e.g. the shape of the head of a Tufted Duck or perhaps how long the tail is compared to the body of a Long-tailed Tit, but it will help you to really familiarise yourself with the birds you are seeing. Or you might want to make notes about a bird you saw flying by, e.g. medium-sized, black-and-white body & wings, flash of red on back of head, swooping flight across field to tree, to allow you to look it up and identify it as a Great Spotted Woodpecker when you get home. It is so much better to make a note at the time than to rely on your memory hours later.

















There's Scope for It




 


As you progress with your birdwatching, you may find that you'd like to add a telescope to your kit to get even more pleasure out of looking at birds. There's nothing like a 'scope for giving an upclose-and-personal look at birds that may be further away. Take your first telescope look at even a common bird like a drake Teal in his breeding plumage, and we defy you not to say 'wow' as you really appreciate the beautiful colours and detailed patterns of his feathers. Once you have tried it, you'll never go back; you'll find you want to take your telescope with you wherever you go for those extra-special views of the birds. Telescopes offer much greater magnification than binoculars, allowing you to see and identify birds that are much further away, or to really focus on the detail of birds that are closer to you. They usually start at twenty times magnification and can go up to sixty times with a zoom lens, compared to eight to ten times for most binoculars. As with bins, 'scopes come with a variety of objective lens sizes. Again, the larger the lens is, the greater its light-gathering capability, but also the heavier its weight, so you'll want to choose a 'scope that suits your type of birdwatching and fits your budget. As an example, Ruth uses a 25–50 x 65 mm 'scope, while Alan prefers the larger but heavier 25–50 x 82 mm 'scope.
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