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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


I absolutely love birds. They make me tick. It’s no exaggeration to say that I wake up and go to sleep thinking about birds. All of my conversations get redirected back to birds somehow.


And I’m so lucky to have a career that used to be my hobby. That’s all thanks to birds.


Birds have been with me my entire life – from the colourful Weaver Birds on the banks of the Nile in Sudan to the Magpies of Newcastle. From the roosting Peregrine Falcons on the Carlsberg Brewery sign near my parents’ house in Northampton to the White-tailed Eagles that I can see from the living-room window in Ardnamurchan, on the west coast of Scotland. Pretty much wherever you are in the world, you’re going to find a bird.


I was in the Canadian Arctic in 2021 and there was nothing but ice and snow for as far as you could see. No sign of trees at all. One or two shrubs, but for eight months of the year they’re just little mounds of snow. No sound. And then I heard a Raven calling. Even in the most unlikely of places and, however inhospitable it seems, you’re never far from a bird. You’ll find a bird called a Sandgrouse in the middle of the Sahara Desert, and they have special belly feathers that allow them to soak up water like a sponge, so when they travel back from a water hole back to their nesting site, they can share the water with their family. This is one of the beauties of birds. They’re everywhere. And if you can’t see them, you’ll probably hear them.


When someone asks me what it is I love about birds, my first answer is that they can fly. I still find myself staring at their wings and thinking, how on earth can you do that?! Then when I hold one in my hands, like an injured Sedge Warbler, I think, you’re tiny and weigh nothing, but in three months’ time, you will have made it past the Sahara Desert into central Africa. I can’t walk to the end of the street without huffing and puffing! You’d think they’d need the size and energy of an elephant to cope with the amount of weight they’re going to lose on that sort of journey. The scientific side of how birds are able to cope with these feats of endurance amazes and baffles me. And then when I look at a bird through a pair of binoculars, I think, Damn, you’re beautiful.


One of the real joys of watching birds (or ‘birding’, as we call it) is that you can do it anywhere, whether you’re in your garden, in the countryside, at the beach or right in the middle of a city centre. If you take the time to stop and listen, you’ll find that the world is full of song. Then, if someone with a bit of knowledge about birds helps show you how they birdwatch, you might end up with a completely different relationship with places you know well. That could be a park, a garden, a wood, a churchyard, a beach – even a rooftop or a car park. You’ll see the world through different eyes. And it might bring you as much joy as it’s brought me.


After I’ve shown people a few tips and tricks on where to see birds, I often get messages. One such message said, ‘I felt like I was a muggle before you showed me how much there is going on beneath the surface!’ Suddenly, you’re not just seeing Pigeons and Crows, although both of these are incredible for their own reasons. You’ll also be seeing beautiful birds like Jays, Nuthatches, Green Woodpeckers and Parakeets. And when you take a minute to properly look at a bird you might already be familiar with, you start to find all sorts of other unexpected gems too. A Magpie just looks black and white, right, with a long tail? But if you really look, you’ll see that its feathers shine with greens, blues and purples. And its tail, when it’s fanned out, looks like a diamond or a spear. This kind of knowledge can be infectious. Before you know it, you want to see another bird, one that’s maybe harder to find or more secretive. So your adventure in birding begins!


When you’re looking at buying a new or second-hand car and you’ve got an idea of what you want, suddenly everything you see on the road is that car! It’s a kind of confirmation bias that draws your attention to something without you even knowing it. That’s what I want this book to be and its what often happens once people get the bird bug. You might find that you’re pointing out birds without even realising it, or passionately explaining some of their unique habits or characteristics to other people. Friends are always telling me how happy they are that they saw a bird they’ve never seen before. And it’s free joy! You don’t have to pay for a personal trainer, shell out a small fortune to see something at the cinema or buy that app everyone’s talking about. It’s all just out there, waiting for you to find it.


And once you’re into birds, it can take you in all sorts of different directions, whether you begin to fall in love with other animals or start trying to make your garden or local parks more biodiverse to attract different types of wildlife. It’s for this reason that I feel birds are the gateway to the natural world.


But I know that birding isn’t for everyone. My brother’s wife is terrified of them (!) but my enthusiasm has rubbed off on my nieces and nephews and they’ve taken me on walks near them and shown me some of the birds on their patch. Birding is sometimes seen to be a solitary activity, but it doesn’t need to be. Especially after Covid lockdowns, lots of people have started birding as a family, all enjoying the wonders of being outdoors together. That’s one of the reasons the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) ‘Big Garden Birdwatch’ was such a big success when everyone was at home.


My own mum, bless her, isn’t really a bird fan, but she loves how passionate I am about them. One day in my early 20s, when I was still living with my parents in Northampton, I was filming a bird out of a window in our kitchen and my mum asked me what I was up to. So I told her. The next morning, my mum wakes me up, really early in the morning, like 5am, so excited.


‘Hamza, Hamza! That chicken you’ve been looking at is just outside!’


‘The…the what, Mum?’ I said, through half-opened eyes.


‘The chicken, Hamza. The green chicken you were filming yesterday!’ she answered.


‘The green chicken?’ I said, beginning to wonder if I was actually still asleep. ‘Mum, I was filming a Green Woodpecker yesterday.’


‘Yes, yes, whatever it is. The one that was hoovering up the ants.’


Now, whenever I see a Green Woodpecker, I think of my mum!


I don’t know everything about birds, but I love learning things. And the day that I stop learning is the day that I stop living. If you get out there and start looking at nature, the chances are that you’ll enjoy it. And if you enjoy it, you’ll start to learn things. Then, you’ll find yourself looking up information on YouTube, Springwatch and Attenborough documentaries. Seeing how passionate the kinds of presenters you’ll find on these shows are will probably help inspire you. And you can always look online to find groups of people who are interested in the same things as you are. I guarantee you’ll meet people who know things you don’t know and want to share them. I have friends who I’ve got interested in birds and then sometimes they surprise me with something they’ve found out that I had no idea about. I love it when that happens – the student becomes the teacher! My work is done.


Moving from Sudan


I spent the first eight years of my life in Sudan, in north Africa, which is such a beautiful, amazing place, but quite desolate. Our house was situated on the banks of the River Nile in Khartoum, the capital of Sudan. I grew up surrounded by so many birds, which we knew by their African names. They were so bright and made lots of noise and I had no idea that they were special – they were just our common birds to me. And when we moved to the UK when I was eight – my parents are both doctors and were invited by the Royal College of Medicine to move here – I did miss it there. But then I began to realise that there was so much to offer to a young boy obsessed with Mother Nature. Northumberland was so green, so vibrant, so lush, by comparison to the dry heat and the dust of Sudan and it was a massive shock. It was winter when I arrived in the UK and I was surprised at how cold it was, but I’ve grown to prefer the cold to the heat, unlike every other member of my family. I actually used to get nosebleeds in Sudan pretty much every day when I overheated, so maybe something’s telling me to head north! I still speak Arabic and seem to be good at it because if someone from Sudan rings up for my mum or dad, they’re convinced it’s my dad talking on the phone, not me. And then when I tell them I’m not Dr Yassin, they say ‘But you haven’t got an accent – how does that happen?!’ That’s all thanks to my parents – they spoke Arabic when I was at home and we’d go back to Sudan for summer holidays. It’s a bit more difficult when I go back now that I’m older though, because I’m at an age where a lot of people get married, so my grandmother is always on a mission to find me a wife!


My first school was Star of the Sea on Tyneside. I didn’t speak any English, but I remember standing up when our teacher came in for my first lesson – that’s what we did in Sudan as a mark of respect, although I got some weird looks on that first day for doing it in a primary school in Northumberland! But you learn fast when you have to. You adapt to your surroundings, and that meant without realising it, I developed a Geordie accent for a while.


I remember being asked by a kid at my school what pets I had at home. I said ‘We used to have a monkey,’ and I’ll never forget his little face lighting up with a mixture of disbelief and wonder. I realised that I’d been exposed to a few more creatures than just cats and dogs where I was growing up. But I knew nothing about the wildlife in the UK until I started watching nature shows on TV. I got to see two people that were absolutely amazing – Steve Irwin and David Attenborough. And that was it. From that point on, I wanted to be them, and failing that, the next best thing: the guy holding the camera filming them do what they do. Steve Irwin’s enthusiasm was so infectious. He was excited by everything, and I loved that, especially animals that everyone’s afraid of. He just had no fear at all, and I think he did a lot to make people understand how crocodiles behave. And then, you’ve got David Attenborough, with his engaging but laid-back sort of style, presenting to camera while being groomed by a family of gorillas. He was just so fascinating and funny. It always felt like he was talking directly to you.


I owe a lot to both of them. I feel like they sparked the love of nature in me that set me off on the journey to become a wildlife cameraman. One of my favourite memories is a phone call from my friend Jessie, who I’d worked with filming a sequence of White-tailed Eagles hunting Geese. He said: ‘I thought you might like to know that David’s watched our film of Eagles and said it was a really strong piece.’


I said: ‘David? David who? What – wait; you don’t mean Sir David?!’


That was a massive milestone for me. We’re a three-generation team of cameramen: John is the veteran cameraman, Jessie used to be his assistant and I suppose I’m the young buck. In that moment, I wanted to be able to do the same thing for the next generation. I want to inspire kids to say, ‘Daddy, can we walk to school instead of drive?’ or ‘Can we build a bug hotel in the garden?’ Because if you connect with kids in this way, I always think to myself, I might be talking to the future head of the RSPB or the next Attenborough.


I spent all the time I could out in RSPB reserves when I was young. It was the safest place my mum could take me to. The golden rule in our house growing up was: ‘stay out for as long as you like, keep out of trouble, but when the street lights come on, we want you home!’


My parents were really comfortable leaving my brother and me outdoors and letting us have a bit of freedom. And I think it was that freedom which built up my love for nature and birds, especially. I was fond of the birds I remembered from Sudan. But I really wanted to learn about all the birds we had in the UK. And as soon as I told my mother that, she found out all about the RSPB and learned that there was a reserve near us. The first time I went there, I remember just sitting in a corner of a hide reading a book quietly, then studying the pictures on the walls and the leaflets you’d get there and try and work out which birds I was looking at. Eventually, one of the birders kindly offered me his binoculars because he was looking through his telescope. The next time I went, my mum had got me a cheap pair of binoculars (which I still have!) and she’d come along and read a book in the car while I sat in the hides. You’d see the same guys in the hides and they’d look at me like ‘Ah, there’s that Hamza guy, we recognise him’. So I’d feel comfortable chatting to them and they were happy with each of the hundred questions I’d throw at them! I loved what they taught me. Eventually, when I got older and a bit more responsible, my mum would just drop me off in the car outside the entrance to the reserve and go off about her daily business. She’d pick me up at the end of the day, ask me what I did and I’d be rattling off a whole list of birds that I saw and facts that I’d learned. She could really see the joy on my face.


Being out at RSPB reserves ticked a lot of boxes for her because it’s not exactly the kind of place you can get up to mischief in. I’m out with Mother Nature and a few middle-aged dads with binoculars who took me under their wing and started teaching me the Latin names for things. That was where I learned Troglodytes troglodytes, the Latin name for a Wren. I remember finding out that troglodyte was Greek for ‘cave-dweller’ and came about because Wrens nest in dark crevices. It made sense to me because you never see a Wren’s nest out in the open. I get how using Latin names can be off-putting for some people. When people use them, it sort of sounds like they’re showing off their knowledge or something. But the helpful thing about Latin is that it’s a common language that you can draw on when you go to non-English-speaking countries. It’s also useful because it tells you something about the different bird families. For example, if it starts with Fringillidae, you know you’re talking about a member of the Finch family. If you see Alba or Albus in a name, you know the bird is going to be at least partly white. Don’t worry – I’m not suggesting you take a crash course in Latin, or anything, but being familiar with a few Latin terms gives you that little more information about the bird.


Because my mum and dad were both doctors, they’d be moving across different hospitals around the country on clinical rotations, so we’d have to move house every year or six months. So, while my teachers at school began to suspect I had a problem with reading and writing, I’d be off to another school before anything could really be done about it. When we first arrived in the UK, we started in Newcastle, then Carlisle, then Whitehaven, then back to Newcastle before we dotted around the Midlands for a bit. It was only when my mum was offered a permanent position in Northampton that we settled there. And it made sense to move there. My parents wanted to be somewhere fairly close to Heathrow, because we did have lots of friends and family visiting from Sudan, but also somewhere that was in the countryside where we kids could all be in the same school. The only trouble was, my dad was on a placement at the Royal Preston Hospital, so he had to stay up north for work and come down to Northampton every weekend. He spent a lot of time yo-yoing around. That’s just the way it goes in medical families, though, because it’s really hard to both find jobs in the same place at the same time. But, after a few years, a job finally came up in the same Northampton hospital, so were all together again under the same roof all the time.


At the first school I went to in Northampton, you had to take an entrance exam, which involved mostly English with a bit of maths and science. I aced the maths and science, but massively stuffed up the English. I got in, but the teachers said that I’d have to work hard on my English. So I wasn’t able to study French or History – I spent the time taking extra English lessons. I basically ended up in a special needs class, until my mum took me out, and got me a place at another school – Wellingborough. In lessons, I’d be there at the front of the class with my hand up and the answer ready, but in exams I failed everything. I loved the school and got on so well with my teachers, but I found the reading and writing so difficult. After I’d take an exam, my teacher would say, ‘Were you ill for the exam or something? I know you know this stuff!’ And I’d say, ‘No – I thought I did pretty well!’ It was then that my teacher, Mrs Strange, diagnosed me with dyslexia.


I remember crying when she told me I was dyslexic. I’d never heard of it before and at first, it sounded like a really serious physical condition. But she told me kindly that it means it’s hard for me to read and write. Everything began to make sense. I wasn’t dumb, like I sometimes feared – I just think and do things slightly differently. Mrs Strange informed me the school would be able to help support me with a computer, a reader and a scribe – which was amazing. Thinking about it now, I genuinely believe that we dyslexics have a gift that other people don’t see. I realise that I see and feel the world in a different way to other people and I’ve got to the point where I’m glad I’m dyslexic. I find it difficult to read, but I’ve managed to work out ways around that. I listen to podcasts, the audio content in apps about nature, watch documentaries, look through photographs. It feels like I’ve learned to read again, but in a different way.


I look up to amazing people like Whoopi Goldberg, Robin Williams and Octavia Spencer who have used their dyslexia to their advantage. Whoopi wasn’t diagnosed until adulthood, but she realised that she learned best by having someone read things out loud to her, and she wouldn’t have a problem remembering them. So after she became an actress, that’s how she learned her lines. Now she’s one of only 18 EGOT winners – the acronym for people who have won an Emmy, Grammy, Oscar and Tony Award. She’s a legend. She found a way of adjusting and working around something she was struggling with. That’s how I feel about dyslexia. We’re faced with having to get from A to B and we find a way around. We learn to adapt, and that often involves thinking creatively. And on that journey, maybe you find new things about yourself or develop new skills.


Following My Dream


Although I had this desire to become David Attenborough or Steve Irwin, I did briefly want to become the character Leroy Johnson from the film (and spin-off TV show) Fame (for those of you too young for this reference, it’s an American teen musical set in a New York performing arts high school). I remember watching in awe the famous scene where he did the jumping splits and I thought, right, that’s it – that’s what I’m going to do. So I trained hard at gymnastics and learned how to do it. I was so happy! But I think my life was always going to involve nature. I knew how much I loved spending time outdoors looking at birds, first in Sudan, then the UK. And I’ve carried a camera around with me pretty much every day since I got my first one, aged 12. It was a birthday present from my mum and it was a Fuji with a 35mm film. I’ve still got it at my parents’ place. I remember I’d had it for about two hours, though, and it stopped working. So I took it in to show my mum:


‘Mum, my camera’s stopped working!’


‘What do you mean, Hamza?’


‘The click button isn’t clicking anymore, and the flash isn’t going off.’


‘Well, you’ve filled it up – you’ve taken all the 36 pictures on the film. Now we need to take it to a place to develop it, so we can see the pictures. But each time we do this, it costs us money, and it takes a wee while to get the pictures back.’


‘Ah.’


It turned out that every click worked out as 50p, which was my week’s pocket money! And at that point in my life, 50p meant 50 penny sweets from the newsagent. So I had an agonising decision to make: do I want to take a picture or do I want a bag of sweets?!


So from snapping everything I saw in the space of two hours, I’d learn to only take a picture when something really cool came up, whether that was family, friends, pets or the swans by the park. The next film we developed (Mum paid for that one) was a month and a half later and the images were curated a bit better! I remember limiting myself to a certain number of pictures for each bird, though. And then digital came along. When I first heard about it, it didn’t sound that impressive, until someone at school said, ‘You can take a thousand pictures on it.’


That was it. ‘Mum,’ I said, ‘I need a new camera.’


I was 14 when she bought me my first digital camera, another Fuji. I could fill cards to my heart’s content, run through them on my computer, keep the ones I wanted, and delete the rest. I was in paradise. I’ve had a few cameras, but now, whenever I’m going to Africa on a shoot, I’ll take a couple of my old digital cameras and give them to the guides to say thank you for their help. Because more often than not, guides absolutely love the natural world, but they might not have the means to capture what they love. When I ask them if they’d like the camera, I ask them to stay in touch and send me pictures, and a lot of them still do. Sometimes I get messages telling me that they’ve upgraded their camera but they’ve passed it on to their son or daughter and they’ve fallen in love with photography. It makes me so happy, that kind of thing.


I knew what I wanted to do with my life, but there was something else weighing on my shoulders. I come from a long line of doctors and dentists (both my parents are Obstetrics/Gynaecology doctors, and at that point my sister was on her way to become a GP and my brother on the path to become a dentist) and I felt like this is what my parents wanted me to do. They never said anything like ‘you should be a dentist’, but it seemed like I was being subliminally guided towards it! So I found myself following my siblings and choosing biology, chemistry, physics and maths for my A levels before applying for Dentistry courses at university. I knew that my struggles with reading and writing were always going to be an issue because there were all sorts of essays that I’d need to write for a medical course, but I figured I’d find a way to adapt and overcome these challenges. I wanted my parents to be proud of me, so I sent off the forms and, to my surprise, I got into a couple of unis.


But then, four months before I was due to start on the Dentistry course, I just couldn’t face it. So I plucked up the courage and had the conversation with my parents. Thankfully, they were really understanding, proud of me for finding the courage to come and talk to them honestly about it. They told me that they wanted me to choose what I wanted to do, not what they thought might be good for me, and that they’d support whatever decision I wanted to take. So I said: ‘Mum and Dad – I want to work with animals as a wildlife cameraman and I know that you need to have a degree in Zoology to be taken seriously.’ They told me they’d support me 100 per cent. And that had such a powerful impact. Not only did I feel like a great weight had been lifted off my shoulders, I also felt properly excited. I set out straight away, trying to find a degree that combined my two passions – wildlife and photography. The one I liked the sound of most was Zoology with Conservation and Animal Behaviour that Bangor University was offering. Plus, Bangor is incredibly well situated, on the north Wales coast, for marine wildlife and birds. Just across the water, on Anglesey, you’ve got the well-known birding hotspots of South Stack, Puffin Island and the beaches of Rhosneigr, and just ten miles south, you’ve got Snowdon, the highest mountain in England and Wales, and the unique wildlife around it. Bangor is surrounded by all the wildlife you could hope to study or learn about, so you find yourself learning about animals and then jumping on a coach for a field trip the next week and actually seeing them within an hour or two. And, on top of all that, people kept telling me that if you’re dyslexic and you want to go to uni, Bangor is a great option because their Dyslexia Team was the best in the UK. They’d even won an award for it that year. I visited two other universities, but when I came to Bangor for the Open Day, I knew immediately that this was the place for me. And it’s proved to be one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. It felt like a course that has made me who I am.


I was the first one in the lecture theatre, sat there right at the front with my Dictaphone, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep up with the writing. The amazing guys in the Dyslexia Team gave me what I called the ‘Madonna Mic’, a device that allows you to sing along or speak into it, while it writes your dissertation down for you. I also got the use of a laptop with specialised software and the help of both a reader and a scribe, like at Wellingborough, and they were amazing. It felt like we’d formed a really collaborative relationship, and it really helped me work closely with other people. When it came to writing essays, I dictated what I wanted to say and then I worked with the Dyslexia Team to tidy up parts that didn’t make sense, add the correct grammar, that sort of thing. They were incredible, and it’s one reason I go back each year to give talks to the students at Bangor Uni about how I followed my dream and became a cameraman.


I was lucky because I knew exactly what I wanted to do after graduation, so I went about getting as much camera experience as I could. I love sports. I’d played a lot of rugby at school and I made the Bangor Uni Rugby team, but an idea struck me. What if I photographed as many of the other sports teams playing their matches at uni as I could? It sharpened up my hand-eye coordination and helped me anticipate things that are about to happen. I’ve since learned that there’s no real set way to become a cameraman or camerawoman – if you ask anyone in the business, you find out that everyone’s arrived at it from all sorts of directions. A lot of it is about who you know rather than what you know, because personal recommendations go a long way, but once you get that opportunity to deliver, you’ve just got to take it.


I fell in love with the people and the place straight away up in Bangor. One person I met there, who’s had a big impact on my life, is my friend Chris Bridge. I first met him, late at night, clanking around as he was carrying a big tripod through Bangor Uni. I asked him what he’d been out shooting.


‘I’m a birder,’ he said. ‘I’ve been out bird ringing.’


In case you don’t know (I didn’t at the time) bird ringing involves safely and gently catching birds and fitting tiny rings with identification tags to their feet or wings so we can study population and survival rates, feeding patterns, lifespans, migration patterns and incidences of disease like avian flu, among other things. Bird ringing is something you need a permit for as well as a licence to catch wild birds, as well as permission from the landowner, if necessary.


Chris and I hit it off straight away. I told him next time he went out bird ringing, he was taking me with him. Chris knew as much as some of the older birders I’d hung out with in RSPB reserves, but he was a fellow young’un, so I naturally gravitated towards him. His mum and dad used to carry him on their backs when they were going on birding trips, so his whole life has revolved around birds. He taught me a lot and got me into twitching (travelling sometimes serious distances to see a particular bird). And part of the reason I think he did that was because he couldn’t drive! A year after we met, we moved into a shared house together outside uni, and he used to tap on my wall at like 3am and then whisper, ‘Hamza! Are you awake?’ And before I’d reply, he’d excitedly follow it up with something like, ‘There’s a bird in Anglesey!’ after getting an alert in one of his groups. And I’d say, sleepily, through the wall, ‘Is it a pretty bird, Chris?’ because I’m a photographer and I’d always be thinking about the pictures, even when I’m half asleep. The next question I’d ask though, before grabbing the car keys was, ‘Is it close? Or are we talking a telescope on top of a telescope to see it?’


I ended up going on a few twitches, but I was much more interested in bird ringing. Chris introduced me to a couple of specialised techniques: cannon netting (which involves firing nets high over birds so the net is lifted safely over a flock before everyone sprints to the net to remove the birds as quickly as you can, cover them in a light material to calm them, then examine them) and mist netting (a similar technique, but the net is held between two poles and the birds fly into it). Bird ringing is another level of birding because you’re able to hold and examine birds that you’d only ever otherwise see at the end of a telescope. And that massively appealed to me because instead of seeing a fleeting glimpse of a bird through binoculars or a scope, you’re able to really study it in your hand. How its flight feathers are arranged. How much they weigh (it always surprises people how little they weigh, even birds like Tawny Owls). And when you’ve got a bird like a Firecrest in your hand, you can’t even feel the weight. It’s less than a 20p coin and yet it’s capable of flying thousands of miles. It’s only when I held a creature like this safely in my hand that I really appreciated how phenomenal that ability is.


My first bird-ringing trip involved ringing Shelducks, which are large, beautiful ducks. Before I knew it, someone had passed me a Shelduck and then another, so I’m suddenly holding a duck under each arm.


‘What do I do with them?!’ I asked.


‘Hold the head up and the feet out!’ someone shouted.


‘OK,’ I said, still not really sure.


It’s a bit like when someone passes you a baby and says: ‘Hold the head,’ and you don’t know what they’re talking about until you’re actually holding one. Then you get it. That day, I learned how to put a ring on a duck, how to read the numbers on the rings and how to take the various measurements they needed. I’d never been that close to a bird, and it was such a thrill. After I’d ringed one of the Shelducks, I was told to sign a form and then give the bird a name.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml
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