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To my Parents for instilling in me a love of the Natural World.
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Introduction


Once during a walking holiday in the jungles of Indonesia, I asked an old friend, Victor, who has lived in the tropics for forty years, if there was anything he missed about Britain. ‘The colours,’ he said. ‘Everything in the tropics is exotic, vivid, in your face… I miss the muted shades of Britain, the autumn, and mostly the delicate, subtle colours of British birds.’


It’s true, in those latitudes, there is a profusion of colour, to the point of gaudiness, where the exotic becomes commonplace. Vic’s hankering for drabness stuck in my mind, and when I got home, I found myself taking another look at the birds I’ve grown up watching in my back garden. Every shade of brown, every heathery hue, sparked off a renewed appreciation of our own, more dowdy avian companions.


And yet...


The iridescence of a starling, the bright jewel that is a goldfinch, the tiny flash of electric blue on a jay’s wing. Our native birds still dazzle, albeit in an understated way. Not as spectacular as a Bird of Paradise perhaps, but just as beautiful, and a lot easier to see.


This is my scrapbook, of fifty-one of my favourite British birds. Most of them are fairly common, some less so, but they all have something remarkable about them. Birds are all around, and the more you discover them, the more they will entertain and delight you.


Bill Bailey August 2016
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The ARCTIC TERN


This slender and rather beautiful seabird is a migration marvel.


It’s smartly attired, with a bright red bill and feet, a black cap atop a slate-grey back, the whole outfit finished off with long tails like trailing streamers. Its delicate appearance is misleading though, as this is an extreme endurance bird capable of a globe-spanning voyage.


Recently, an Arctic tern made the headlines with the longest ever bird migration. A tiny transmitter weighing about the same as a stick of gum was attached to its leg and tracked the entire mindboggling journey from Northumberland to the Antarctic and back. That’s a round trip of 59,650 miles. That’s more than twice round the planet. It took the best part of a year, so it’s not like the BAR-TAILED GODWIT’s non-stop marathon (see page 15), but it’s still a phenomenal trek.


The Arctic tern is an almost identical twin of the common tern, which also migrates a huge distance, but only to West Africa (West Africa? Pfft, that’s nothing compared to the Arctic tern’s polar adventure). I say almost identical, because there are some subtle differences. The common tern has an orangey-red beak with a black tip, while the Arctic is pure blood-red, and its tail streamers are slightly longer. They both tend to fly with their heads angled downwards, which marks them out against forward-looking gulls.
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The Arctic terns are mostly found in the north of England, Ireland and almost all of Scotland – with large populations on Orkney and Shetland. In fact, I remember being in Scapa Flow one summer, gazing out over this famous shallow bay of the Orkney Isles. Against a blue sky, a flock of Arctic terns was dipping down to the surface of the turquoise sea, the vivid, treeless green of the bay’s edge framing the image. I stood on the shingle beach, watching these black-capped sea swallows as they flitted and squabbled, their grating calls bouncing off the gently lapping waves.


As if this scene couldn’t be improved, I was then handed a cup of tea and a caramel wafer. I experienced a moment of pure happiness.
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BONUS FACT.


When flapping its wings, the Arctic tern has a faster upstroke, but the common tern has a faster downstroke. There you go, that’s my first of many challenges: if you can tell them apart from that, then you are actually some kind of wizard.
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The BAR-TAILED GODWIT


There are all manner of wading birds with some wonderful names – sandpipers, redshanks, stilts, plovers, knots, turnstones, so why pick the bar-tailed godwit? Why not the golden plover, or even the black-tailed godwit?
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Well, it might not look the most exciting of birds, but this hunched, rather drab-looking wader is actually a world-record holder.


In New Zealand in 2007, many of these birds were tagged and tracked by satellite all the way to the Yellow Sea off the east coast of China. The voyage was nearly seven thousand miles – the longest single non-stop migratory flight of any bird. Around seventy thousand bar-tailed godwits make this epic odyssey. This was the just the flock – individual birds made it even further. A female – known rather unromantically by her tag number, E7 – flew non-stop from Alaska to New Zealand, a distance of 7,145 miles, without stopping for food or water for nine days.


This biological phenomenon of a bird can double its body weight before the trip, loading up on worms, crustacea and plants. It then waits for the right conditions and a following wind before taking off with quite unexpected aerobatic skill. Incredibly, bar-tailed godwits sleep on the wing by shutting down one side of their brain. I’ve tried shutting down one side of my brain during Eurovision, but I still can’t fall asleep. And because they’re not eating on the trip, they don’t need the use of their intestine and some of their vital organs. So the liver, the kidneys and part of the alimentary canal are partially absorbed into their bodies to save weight, then reconstituted once the migration has been completed.
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This act of eating their own body is known as autophagy or ‘autocannibalism’ and seems grotesque, but it gets the job done. That is extreme flight mode, godwit-style.


I’ve watched them stalking the mudflats of the Wash estuary during their winter visits, and it’s sometimes hard to tell them from all the myriad other wading birds. So I know what your next question is: ‘How do we distinguish the bar-tailed godwit from the black-tailed godwit, Bill?’ Well, that’s an easy one. The bar-tailed’s long bill is slightly upturned at the end, while the black-tailed’s bill is straight. Glad we cleared that one up.
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BONUS FACT


The name ‘godwit’ comes from the Anglo-Saxon ‘god whit’ = ‘good creature’. The Anglo-Saxons liked to snack on birds when they weren’t busy fighting the Normans, so this is probably because of what they tasted like, rather than any redeeming goodness in their character.
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The BARN OWL


The beautiful barn owl is the product of millions of years of evolution.


A perfectly reasonable question might be, where did they live before there were barns?


If you look at some of the other names it’s been called over the years – church owl, cave owl, stone owl – you get a few clues.


The barn owl sometimes nests in rocky crevices or hollow trees, but since the advent of farm buildings – or the Barn Age, as I call it – it has found its preferred roosting spot.


I once had a barn owl sit on my head. I was making


a TV documentary about barn owls, and I was visiting an owl sanctuary, so under those circumstances, the fact that I was near these nocturnal birds was not that surprising. Barn owls like to perch on wooden posts before hunting, and I was wearing a wooden-post-coloured shirt, so it was fair enough.
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I was amazed by how little it weighs for such a powerful hunter. The barn owl’s diet consists mainly of voles, but it will also eat frogs, lizards and sometimes other birds. They have superb hearing, and can judge exactly where a vole is in the long grass, and, without even needing to see it, they can pounce in the dark with deadly accuracy. Their ears are not symmetrical, and this allows them to judge distances with great precision. I’ve also got asymmetrical ears, but I still manage to stub my toe on the kitchen table.


It’s a pale and ethereal creature, the barn owl. To see one gliding low over a field at dusk, noiselessly, ghost-like, hunting with its ears, is a sight like no other. The sheer strangeness of its beautiful heart-shaped face, pure white body and silent flight has attracted wonderment and often fear. Which would account for some other names it’s gone by – demon owl, ghost owl and death owl . . .


In ancient British folklore, the sound of a barn owl screeching was an omen for imminent death. Which is just superstition, unless you’re a vole, in which case it’s probably true.


BONUS FACT


The barn owl is one of the most widespread birds in the world, found on every continent except Antarctica. Its average lifespan in the wild is about four years. But one in captivity lived to the age of twenty-five.
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The Bill-Vole is in a tight spot.
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The BARNACLE GOOSE


The barnacle goose’s odd name comes from a twelfth-century myth that this bird actually grew underwater from a barnacle, then floated off, and somehow flew to the surface of the water like some feathered mollusc after the hot summer months. Even though this is just some made-up nonsense, incredibly, this fantasy lasted more than five hundred years, and only really died out in the twentieth century.


The fact is, ancient chroniclers just had no idea about bird migration. They couldn’t explain why the birds were seen in the winter, and then just seemed to disappear every summer. Where on earth did they go to lay their eggs?


Barnacle geese like to raise their young when temperatures start soaring in the high Arctic of either Greenland or Svalbard, that far-northerly group of islands which is part of Norway. In the autumn, they all begin the long journey to their wintering grounds on the island of Islay, off the north-west coast of Scotland, and to parts of Ireland. Their other favourite hangout is the Solway Firth. I remember grinning foolishly with delight one holiday there as a noisy flock of around forty-thousand barnacle geese whooshed in an arc over my head, and landed in the field where I stood. This particular colony had just arrived from svalbard, apparently, a distance of nearly 1,700 miles. This trek is yet another perverse yet awe-inspiring feat. Could you make your way from the Arctic
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Circle to your house? Just using the stars, the land and the magnetic field of the earth? With no satnav or gummy bears for the trip?


We’re only just now beginning to understand the marvel of bird migration, so I guess we can forgive the fanciful notions of medieval times.
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Bonus Fact


The first recorded instance of this ‘goose from a shell’ cobblers was from a bloke called Giraldus Cambrensis, who made this unlikely claim in 1186: ‘I have seen with my own eyes, more than a thousand of these small birds, hanging … from one piece of timber, enclosed in their shells,’ he lied. Why he wrote this, I don’t know. Maybe he dreamt it, or perhaps he was a bit of a loner just trying to get a girlfriend: ‘Fair lady, these geese, they . . . er . . . they come from barnacles.’ . . . ‘Wow, I am impressed with your implausible yet amazing goose wisdom.’
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The BITTERN


A master of camouflage, the bittern has the cunning habit of craning its neck vertically and blending in with tall reeds. This shy, secretive bird is a relative of the heron family, and a rare winter visitor to the
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UK. The resident population is small, so it makes this cagey marsh-dweller almost impossible to see.
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Introduction

Once during a walking holiday in the jungles of Indonesia,

~-I-asked an old friend, Victor, who has lived in the tropics-

for forty years, if there was anything he missed about
Britain. ‘The colours,’ he said. 'Everything in the tropics
is exotic, vivid, in your face.. I miss the muted shades of
Britain, the autumn, and mostly the delicate, subtle colours

of British birds.* g
It's true, in those latitudes, there is a profusion

of colour, to the point of gaudiness, where the exotic
becomes commonplace. Vic's hankering for drabmess stuck
in my mind, and when I got home, I found myself taking
another look at the birds I've grown up watching in my
back garden. Every shade of brown, every heathery hue,
sparked off a renewed appreciation of our own, more dowdy
avian companions.

And yet...

The iridescence of a starling, the bright jewel that
is a goldfinch, the tiny flash of electric blue on a
jay's wing. Our native birds still dazzle, albeit iman —
_understated way. Not as spectacular as a Bird of Paradise

perhaps, but just as beautiful, and a lot easier to see.

This is my scrapbook, of fifty-ome of my favourite
British birds. Most of them are fairly common, some less
so, but they all have something remarkable about them.

Birds are all around, and the more you discover them,
the more they will entertain and delight you.

Bill Bailey August 2016 : -
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Recently, an Arctic tern made the headlines with the
longest ever bird migration. A tiny transmitter weighing
about the same as a stick of gum was attached to its leg and
tracked the entire mindboggling journey from Northumberland
to the Antarctic and back. That's a round trip of 59,650
miles. That's more than twice round the planet. It took
the best part of a year, so it's not like the BAR-TAILED
GODWIT's non-stop marathon (see page 15), but it's still a
phenomenal trek.

The Arctic tern is an almost identical twin of the common
tern, which also migrates a huge distance, but only to West
Africa (West Africa? Pfft, that's nothing compared to the
Arctic tern's polar adventure). I say almost identical,
because there are’some subtle differences. The common tern
has an orangey-red beak with a black tip, while the Arctic is
pure blood-red, and its tail streamers are slightly longer.
They both te:nd to fly with their heads angled downwards,
which marks them out against forward-looking gulls.
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populations on Orkney and Shetland. In fact, I remember
being in Scapa Flow one summer, gazing out over this
famous shallow bay of the Orkney Isles. Against a blue
sky, a flock of Arctic terns was dipping down to the
surface of the turquoise sea, the vivid, treeless green
of the bay's edge framing the image. I stood on the
shingle beach, watching these black-capped sea swallows
as they flitted and squabbled, their grating calls
bouncing off the gently lapping waves.

As if this scene couldn't be improved, I was then
handed a cup of tea and a caramel wafer. I experienced a
moment of pure happiness.
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grotesque, but it gets the job donme.
That is extreme flight mode, godwit-
style.

I've watched them stalking the
mudflats of the Wash estuary during
their winter visits, and it's
sometimes hard to tell them from all
the myriad other wading birds. So

I know what your next question is:
'How do we distinguish the bar-tailed
godwit from the black-tailed godwit,
Bill?' Well, that's an easy one. The -
bar-tailed's long bill is slightly
upturned at the end, while the black-
tailed's bill is straight. Glad we
" cleared that one up.
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Well, it might not look the most exciting of birds,
but this hunched, rather drab-looking wader is actually
a world-record holder.

In New Zealand in 2007, many of these birds were
tagged and tracked by satellite all the way to the
Yellow Sea off the east coast of China. The voyage
was nearly seven thousand miles - the longest single
non-stop migratory flight of any bird. Around seventy
thousand bar-tailed godwits make this epic odyssey
This was the just the flock - individual birds made it
even further. A female - known rather unromantically by
her tag number, E7 - flew non-stop from Alaska to New
Zealand, a distance of 7,145 miles, without stopping

for food or water for nine days.
This biological phenomenon of a bird can double

its body weight before the trip, loading up on worms,
crustacea and plants. It then waits for the right
conditions and a following wind before taking off with
quite unexpected aerobatic skill. Incredibly, bar-
tailed godwits sleep on the wing by shutting down one
side of their brain. I've tried shutting down one side
of my brain during Eurovision, but I still can't fall
asleep. And because they're not eating on the trip,
they don't need the use of their intestine and some of
their vital organs. So the liver, the kidneys and part
of the alimentary canal are partially absorbed into
their bodies to save weight, then reconstituted once
the migration has been completed.
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The beautiful barn owl is
the product of millions of
years of evolution.

A perfectly reasonable
question might be, where did
they live before there were
barns?

If you look at some of the
other names it's been called
over the years - church owl,
cave owl, stone owl - you get
a few clues.

The barn owl sometimes nests
in rocky crevices or hollow
trees, but since the advent of
farm buildings - or the Barn
Age, as I call it - it has
found its preferred roosting
spot.

I once had a barn owl sit
on my head. I was making
a TV documentary about barn owls, and I was visiting an owl
sanctuary, so under those circumstances, the fact that I was
near these nocturnal birds was not that surprising. Barn owls
like to perch on wooden posts before hunting, and I was wearing
a wooden-post-coloured shirt, so it was fair enough.
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still manage to stub my toe on the kitchen table.

It's a pale and ethereal creature, the barn owl. To see
one gliding low over a field at dusk, noiselessly, ghost-
like, hunting with its ears, is a sight like no other. The
sheer strangeness of its beautiful heart-shaped face, pure
white body and silent flight has attracted wonderment and
often fear. Which would account for some other names it's
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enclosed in their shells,' he lied-Why -he wrote this;
I don't know. Maybe he dreamt it, or perhaps he was
a bit of a lomer just trying to get a girlfriend:

from barnacles.' . . . 'Wow, I am impressed with: your
implausible yet amazing goose wisdom.'

PRI S e e

-
3 'Fair lady, these geese, they .. . er . . . they-come
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- The BARNACLE GOOSE

The barnacle goose's odd name comes from a twelfth-
century myth that this bird actually grew underwater
from a barnacle, then floated off, and somehow flew to
the surface of the water like some feathered mollusc

after the hot summer months. Even though this is just

some made-up nonsense, incredibly, this fantasy lasted
more than five hundred years, and only really died out
in the twentieth century.

The fact is, ancient chroniclers just had no idea
about bird migration. They couldn't explain why the
birds were seen in the winter, and then just seemed to
disappear every summer. Where on earth did they go to
lay their eggs?

Barnacle geese like to raise their young when
temperatures start soaring in the high Arctic of either
Greenland or Svalbard, that far-northerly group of
islands which is part of Norway. In the autumn, they
all begin the long journey to their wintering grounds
on the island of Islay, off the north-west coast
of Scotland, and to parts of Ireland. Their other
favourite hangout is the Solway Firth. I remember
grinning foolishly with delight one holiday there as
a noisy flock of around forty»thousam; ‘barnacle geese
whooshed in an arc over my head, and laﬁged in the
field where I stood. This particular colony had just
arrived from Svalbard, apparently, a distance of nearly
1,700 miles. This trek is yet another perverse yet awe-
inspiring feat. Could you make your way from the Arctic
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so it makes this cagey marsh:

include a bird we're never likely to spot.
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