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The RSPB is the UK’s largest nature conservation charity, working locally in the UK and around the world. The RSPB’s vision is a shared world where wildlife, wild places and all people thrive. Their work aims to protect and restore habitats, save species, share knowledge, connect people with nature and help to end the nature and climate emergency.

‘Nature is in crisis. Together we can save it.’
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Dominic Couzens is one of the UK’s leading nature writers, with more than 50 published books to his name. He is author of the best-selling The Secret Lives of Garden Birds, A Year of Birdsong and the Great British Birdwatcher’s Puzzle Book, and has written books about mammals, insects, trees and (non-avian) dinosaurs, as well as birds. His books have sold all over the world and been translated into ten languages. He has been a leading columnist in Bird Watching magazine for 30 years, and in the RSPB magazine for more than 20 years. In 2021 he was awarded the Dilys Breese Medal by the British Trust for Ornithology for outstanding communication about BTO science, and in 2025 his book An Insect a Day was longlisted for the Wainwright Nature Writing Prize. His occasional forays into TV have included being hit over the head with a plastic truncheon by the comedian Harry Hill.









THE TWELVE DAYS OF CHRISTMAS




We all know the words to the famous Christmas tune, but what about the birds that feature in the lyrics? What exactly are calling birds? And why was there a partridge in a pear tree?





TWELVE DRUMMERS DRUMMING


There might not be any woodpeckers in the song, but we can’t talk about drumming without mentioning woodpeckers. Instead of singing like other birds, they drum their bills against trees to mark their territory and attract mates! Green woodpeckers, though, hardly ever drum, preferring instead to make a call known as a ‘yaffle’.


ELEVEN PIPERS PIPING


Although this line refers to the eleven faithful apostles, have you ever heard a bird call that could be described as piping? Well if you ever hear the call of a redshank on a wetland, you’ll hear that piping sound that rings out across the landscape.



TEN LORDS A-LEAPING



‘Ten lords a-leaping’ is a reference to the biblical Ten Commandments, but when I hear about leaping, I can only think of razorbill and guillemot chicks. Before leaving their clifftop nests, they have to take a huge leap of faith, leaping off the ledge and dropping to the safety of the sea below. At this life stage, ready to jump, they are known as jumplings.


NINE LADIES DANCING


Worthy of a spot in the Strictly Come Dancing final, the courtship dance of the great crested grebe is one of nature’s great spectacles. Two birds will shake their heads, synchronously moving their fancy plumes from side to side, then rear out of the water in a stunning display. Grebes don’t feature in the song, but they deserve a mention for their extravagant performance!


EIGHT MAIDS A-MILKING


Did you know that woodpigeons are able to produce a kind of milk, known as ‘crop milk’? This allows them to feed their chicks exclusively with milk for the first few days of their lives. This extraordinary ability also means that as long as there is an abundance of food, pigeons can breed at any time of year. The only other birds to produce crop milk are flamingos and the emperor penguin.



SEVEN SWANS A-SWIMMING



Alongside the iconic mute swan that we see in ponds and Royal Parks around the UK, two other species come to visit for Christmas. Whooper and Bewick’s swans migrate from Arctic regions and can be spotted feeding on farmland, estuaries and freshwater lakes throughout autumn and winter. You can identify them by their beak; Bewick’s have a rounded yellow patch, while the whooper’s looks like a wedge of yellow cheese!


SIX GEESE A-LAYING


According to the Bible, it took six days to create the world and it is believed that this is exactly what the six geese a-laying represent!


FIVE GOLD RINGS


This line has several bird-related theories. The first is that the gold rings refer to the rings around the neck of a pheasant, but as the pheasant’s rings are white, I’m not convinced! Another theory is that lyric was supposed to be ‘goldspinks’, the old name for goldfinches, which were commonly kept as caged pets, although less so since taking them from the wild was made illegal.



FOUR CALLING BIRDS



This part of the song is a story in two halves. The number four is said to represent the Gospels. But in the Old English version of the song, the words were ‘four colly birds’ – colly being the name of a dark-coloured bird with a beautiful song, or what we now know as blackbirds.


THREE FRENCH HENS


It is said that the three French hens represent the three virtues: hope, faith and love. Hens would have once been a highly prized meat on a festive dining table, and French hens could have been a luxury import in the 16th century!


TWO TURTLE DOVES


Doves are a traditional festive image, but in this instance I think the two turtle doves were put into the song to represent peace, which they are traditionally believed to bring. Oddly, turtle doves are summer visitors to Britain and not around at Christmas.


AND A PARTRIDGE IN A PEAR TREE


This ground-dwelling bird that heads up the song is the focus of many theories, including that the partridge in the tree represents Christ’s body on the cross. (Incidentally, the French name for a partridge is perdrix – which sounds very like ‘pear tree’.)









FAVOURITE BIRD FACTS: MUTE SWAN
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• There is no such thing as a ‘swansong’. The words come from the mistaken belief that swans, silent for most of their life, sing a beautiful song just before expiring. They don’t though – they’re more likely to murmur an expletive!


• Cygnets are usually expelled from the family territory in the autumn. They join non-breeding flocks of similar-aged birds, where they learn about life until they start to breed at around the age of three.


• The mute swan’s aggressive display, in which it ruffles its back feathers and swims forward, is known as ‘busking’.












CHRISTMAS FAMILY HOLIDAYS




A lot of British bird species are seasoned travellers, touching many parts of the globe and flying unimaginable distances. Let’s have a look at some of those remarkable journeys.





Many geese come to the UK from the Arctic in winter and, unusually, most species migrate in parties. Most migratory birds don’t travel with parents.


Breeding male goosanders take a ‘lads’ holiday’ to Arctic Norway and Sweden for a moult after the breeding season.


Curlew sandpiper males may remain on their Arctic breeding grounds for an incredibly short time, as little as two weeks – which is just enough for a few casual flings!


Cuckoos are usually the first bird to leave the UK after breeding. They may arrive in April and depart in June, leaving their offspring behind to be looked after by their foster families.


When migrating, house martins sometimes roost in unoccupied nests when they’re on their way south from their breeding grounds – effectively a bird Airbnb!


Have you ever climbed a mountain? A treecreeper has! Well, not technically, but if you add up all the creeping up and down that a treecreeper does in a single day, it roughly corresponds to climbing Ben Nevis (1,345m/4,413ft).


Some birds will double their body weight before migration to give them the energy needed for those long, sometimes even non-stop flights. Can we use that excuse during Christmas dinner?


Swifts make one of the longest migrations of any bird, travelling an average of 22,530km (14,000 miles) every year to and from equatorial and southern Africa. They fly through the airspace of 25 countries en route.


Blackcaps have altered their migration path. Rather than going north to south, some now fly east to west, spending winters in the UK, taking advantage of the food that humans leave out in the garden feeders.


Once they’ve left the nest, young swifts will not land again for roughly two years, until they themselves have young! They can essentially switch off half their brain to allow that side to rest, while remaining airborne.


Whooper swans are some of the highest-flying migrant species. Airline pilots have clocked them at 8,850m (29,035ft).


Whooper swans are also champion long-distance fliers. They can make it from Iceland to Scotland in one go – that’s more than 820km (510 miles) without a service-station break!


The Arctic tern is justifiably famous for its migration, sometimes travelling up to 90,000km (56,000 miles) annually. In fact, if an Arctic tern lived for 35 years, it would fly the equivalent of three trips around the Moon!


The bar-tailed godwit undertakes the longest non-stop migration of any land bird, flying each year from Alaska to New Zealand or Australia. In 2023, one hardy member of this species was recorded flying from Alaska to Tasmania, covering a barely believable 13,560km (8,426 miles) without stopping. It took just 11 days.


An iconic summer visitor, swallows are well known for their migration. In spring, they can travel over 300km (186 miles) per day!


Swallows usually migrate by day, but once they reach the Sahara on their way to their wintering grounds, they switch to night-flight mode.









FAVOURITE BIRD FACTS: GREY HERON


[image: ]




• Grey herons are often spotted simply standing in fields, looking characteristically fed up. A study from a day roost in Yorkshire found that an individual may spend 77 per cent of daylight hours doing nothing at all – not even sleeping. This might explain a recent drive to recruit herons for jobs in the civil service …


• There are lots of excellent places in marshes and wetlands for safe nesting. So where do herons place their colonies? In the treetops!












DO THEY KNOW IT’S CHRISTMAS?




It’s cold outside, and quite a few of the birds that spent the summer with us are now far away, passing the winter in more comfortable climates. Let’s take a look at where some UK breeding birds spend the winter months.





Swift: Over central and southern Africa, sometimes even reaching the east coast of Africa in Mozambique, high aloft.


Swallow: As far as the Cape region of South Africa – they could be flying over elephants in transit after spending the summer in the UK.


Cuckoo: The Congolese forests, sharing their habitat with gorillas and bonobos!


Turtle dove: The Sahel region of Africa, just south of the Sahara – maybe flying over Timbuktu.


Manx shearwater: Off southern South America, sharing the sea with albatrosses.


Arctic tern: The icy waters around Antarctica, chasing the same fish as penguins after a summer by the British seaside.


Kittiwake: Over the waters of the western Atlantic (especially first-years) and far offshore, riding the storms.


Puffin: Immersed in the North Sea or the Atlantic Ocean, far from land.


Lesser whitethroat: Eastern Africa, resting in acacia trees that are being nibbled by giraffes.


Common whitethroat: West Africa, south of the Sahara, with the sun on their backs.


Osprey: Coastal West Africa, enjoying the beach life!


Blackcap: Southern Spain, among the olive groves.


Ring ouzel: North African highlands, among the juniper trees.


Goldfinch: France or Spain, for a spot of midwinter sun.









FAVOURITE BIRD FACTS: CORMORANT
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• Cormorants often swallow pebbles and other hard objects in order to reduce their buoyancy for diving. Natural selection ensures that they don’t swallow too many.
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