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I have talked about my dyslexia in this book so you may wonder how I managed to write a book. There are many ways to write a book and anyone can be an author.


This book was written over many months. I had weekly meetings with my writer – Catherine Brereton – and we talked about all of the animals we wanted to include in the book, the best facts and my experiences of filming and interacting with the animals and landscapes.


We transferred all the recordings to the page and then spent our weekly meetings shaping the text, adding more facts and we consulted with Dyslexia Scotland to help make this as accessible as possible. I truly believe dyslexia is my superpower. If you have a story to tell you will find a way to tell it.
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My name is Hamza Yassin. You might know me as a wildlife presenter, or maybe from Strictly Come Dancing. My main job, though, is being a cameraman. I spend most of my time watching and filming amazing wildlife – in the west of Scotland, where I live, and in incredible places around the world.


I was born in Sudan and I moved to England aged eight. I didn’t know a word of English at that point. It was December, so one of the first things I saw everywhere was this big guy dressed in a red jacket saying ‘Ho ho ho!’ Which I didn’t really understand!
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The rest of my family could speak some English, but not me. My parents thought I needed to start learning English as soon as possible, so they turned on the TV for me to get used to hearing the language. The first thing they turned on was Sir David Attenborough’s Life of Birds. Wow. I loved it. I recommend you take a look. And the next thing I saw was Steve Irwin, shouting, ‘G’day, mate,’ and wrestling a crocodile. This blew my mind. In Sudan we were taught never to go near a crocodile – there are loads of myths about how they’ll grab you and bury you and eat you – but here someone was wrestling it? Amazing. I was hooked, and David Attenborough and Steve Irwin became two of my heroes. I wanted to be like them. And I thought, if I couldn’t be like them, I could be the cameraman who films them. This is how my passion and ambition started.
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I got my first camera aged twelve, and I knew then that I loved photography. I’m a happy snapper: I’ll take photos of anything and everything. One of the first wildlife things I tackled was the ducks at the local park. It was easy, with everyone feeding them. There were mallards, geese, swans, cygnets, ducklings. Great.
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Around the same time, I asked a whole load of cameramen and women, ‘How do I become a wildlife cameraman?’ Everybody had a different route to eventually becoming a camera person.


I never thought I would do it, though, because my whole family are doctors and dentists and I thought they would expect me to do this, too. I put pressure on myself, to be perfectly honest. I would tell my family I wanted to be a dentist like my brother.
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I do photography because I love it, but also filming is visual, which is perfect for me because I don’t read and write very well. Even as a little boy in Sudan I struggled at school. I knew that there was something wrong. I hoped that maybe I just had a problem with Arabic, but it was the same with English. I didn’t do well for a long time in school.
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It was a teacher, Mrs Strange, who suggested I might have dyslexia. When I first heard the word I was really worried. But being dyslexic simply means finding it very hard to read and write. It didn’t mean I wasn’t bright – just that I needed special help with reading and writing. So my school got me a reader and a scribe (someone who writes my thoughts down for me in exams), and I shot from near the bottom to near the top of the class.


Now I think of dyslexia as my superpower. I’m an ambassador for Dyslexia Scotland and I’m really proud and honoured to be so. It’s great to show people how amazing it can be to have dyslexia. Einstein was dyslexic. I see patterns really well – for example, I don’t need directions when I’m driving and I know my birds very well.
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I got As and Bs in my GCSEs and A-levels and I was all set to go to university to study dentistry, following in my family’s footsteps. But I was unhappy because I really didn’t want to do it. I wanted to be a cameraman. I plucked up the courage to tell my parents this and they were completely supportive. ‘Follow your dreams,’ they said.


I started emailing those cameramen and women I had spoken to and they said, for the BBC to take me seriously as a wildlife cameraman I would need a zoology degree. So this is what I did – zoology with conservation and animal behaviour – and I loved it. That’s where I met the great wildlife cameraman Jesse Wilkinson. After uni I messaged Jesse online for weeks and weeks. One day I saw him at an RSPB reserve and I persuaded him to put my number in his phone. I said, ‘I’m a big rugby player, I can work for you, I can carry your kit for you.’ Jesse wasn’t keen – he said he normally works alone . . . and the teams are very small . . . it’s hard to just bring a random person along . . .
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But a few weeks later I got a call. It was Jesse, asking if he could take me up on my offer of carrying his kit, because he’d hurt his back, and he was on a shoot, and the shoot was around Scotland! There was no budget to pay me but I’d be saving them from having to cancel the shoot, and my food and accommodation would be paid for. Great, I thought, I get to learn from the best.


[image: ]


That shoot took three weeks, and in that time Jesse realized I really knew my birds. I just needed a break to get into the industry. I had found a crack in the door, and wedged my foot right in! I then became Jesse’s assistant for a number of years, doing my own bits of filming when Jesse was on his breaks, and eventually I became a fully fledged cameraman in my own right. I moved to Scotland and the rest is history.
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If you have a dream, you can reach it. I knew I wanted to be a wildlife cameraman. Presenting wasn’t so much on my radar but I knew I couldn’t be a researcher, writer or producer. I can’t read or write very well but I can get 3 metres away from an otter and the otter doesn’t know I’m there! That’s my special skill.
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I moved to the west coast of Scotland because that’s where a lot of the shoots happen. I cleaned houses, chopped logs, cut grass, moved furniture, became a general odd-job man. I ate at the same pub every night, and showered at the community centre. Sometimes I jumped in the sea to save myself the one pound it cost to have a shower, until I had enough work and enough money to get a proper place to live.
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Working on Wild Isles with Jesse and John Aitchison was a dream come true for me. Now I always say, follow your dream. My dance partner Jowita would say the same! If you want to be a camera person, you can be. You can start off with just your phone. Want to go underwater? You can use a GoPro – they’re cheap. Start taking your own photos, find out what you like to do best and use your skills. Whatever equipment you have, it’s all about understanding the animals and where and when to find them.
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We humans are part of the animal world and share many things with our fellow animals. We get hungry and frightened. We sense the world around us. We run, jump, walk, swim and sleep. We grow from babies to adults. On the other hand, it is fascinating to see how different animals can be. We cannot fly like birds, we are not as hairy as bears, and we don’t have feathers, scales, wings or horns. We don’t lay eggs. Some animals have more eyes than us, can hear much better than us or have more hearts than us. The animal world is full of variety.
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Modern humans appeared on the Earth around 300,000 years ago in east Africa. We are all descendants of these common ancestors.
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Scientific name: Homo sapiens





Mammal family: 	great apes (along with bonobos, 	chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans)





Height: 	world average 171 cm for a man, 160 cm for 	a woman, 149 cm for a ten-year-old child, but 	individuals can be much taller or shorter than this





Found: 	all over the world – 7.89 billion of us!





Eats: 	all sorts of meat and plant food





Babies:	an individual woman has between 0 and 	over 40 babies. The world average is 2.31 per woman





My three words:	love, empathy, forward-thinking
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Now it’s time for a countdown of my top ten favourite animals. In at number ten, it’s the sparrowhawk. It’s a beautiful bird of prey. It’s one of the most common birds of prey in the UK and one that most people will be able to see.


The sparrowhawk is special to me because it’s one of the first things that got me noticed at the BBC. It was when I started working for The Hunt, a programme which took a detailed look at predators and their prey – it was this bird that gave me my first big break into the industry.
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I said to Jesse Wilkinson, ‘I’ve got this nest.’ It was a sparrowhawk nest that I’d found. The clue that gave it away was a little tree stump that had been chopped off. It looked like a butcher’s block, with legs and guts and feathers and so on hanging off it. I started taking pictures of it. It was the middle of summer and I get severe hay fever but I basically stuffed tissues up my nose and sat in the hide for three weeks while I took over 2,500 images. Out of all of them there’s only one image that I really love. It’s of a male sparrowhawk with a twinkle in his eye – but he’s facing the wrong way. I’ve gone back year after year to try and get that image again but even better – I’ve still not got it.


[image: ]


[image: ]


Even so, I’d got all these lovely shots. I took them to Jesse and said, ‘Look. I’ve got this great shot of a sparrowhawk.’ He wanted to know where it was. I didn’t want to tell him – it was my discovery, my filming spot. But he said he was doing a film for Sir David Attenborough. Wow! So, OK, I told Jesse the location so he could film it. But I asked him to tell his bosses that it was me who found it, me who got the first shots.
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I have lots of sparrowhawk stuff at my house, like a skull and a stuffed bird. For me, it’s just incredible how clever they are. For example, they watch you fill up the bird feeders and they realize what’s going on, then they fly really low to the ground behind the fence and out of sight, then swoop over the top of it like it’s a McDonald’s Drive Thru . . . and just pick up their food order. The small bird on the feeder is caught almost before it knows what’s happening, caught in the sparrowhawk’s strong talons and swept off and away in one swift movement.


Sometimes it launches itself from a perch and takes just a few seconds to swoop and hit the prey. In the swoop it reaches a flying speed of up to 50 kilometres an hour. It can also turn in mid-air, avoiding crashing into a tree or wall.


[image: ]


Once they’ve caught it, sparrowhawks take their prey to a perching spot or a plucking place to kill and eat it.


They pluck the breast feathers out and then tear the meat with their beak. You can tell a pile of feathers is the result of a sparrowhawk kill rather than a fox or a cat because the shafts of the larger feathers will be plucked clean out of the skin, with the perfect round end intact and not broken.


You can time when they’re going to arrive in your garden – they’re looking for when all the small birds are chattering ready to go to roost.


Blue tits have a particular alarm call that means ‘sparrowhawk nearby’ and several other types of birds can understand this call.




Find out more: Skulls, here; feathers, here
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Scientific name: Accipiter nisus





Bird family: 	hawks, eagles, kites and vultures





Height: 	28–38 cm





Wingspan: 	55–70 cm





Found: 	woodland, gardens





Eats: mainly small birds such as finches, tits and sparrows, rodents, pigeons





Eggs: 	4–5 per clutch





My three words:	fierce, beautiful, hunter





The sparrowhawk has white ‘eyebrows’ which make it look fierce.


Sparrowhawks are well camouflaged, with a dark back and patterns of bars on their front that confuse the eye. The male has a grey back and the female has a brown one. The male has a beautiful rosy colour on his breast.


As with most birds of prey, the females are quite a lot larger than males. The females need to be bigger and stronger to have enough body reserves for laying eggs and the males need to be smaller and more agile because they do most of the hunting for a nesting pair. Also, they both hunt different prey – the male goes for the smaller, tweety birds (such as finches, tits, sparrows) and the female goes for the slightly larger birds, such as pigeons or thrushes. So together they broaden their range of food.
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Animal bodies are built in just the right way for the job – for survival and success.


Gut


An animal’s gut is a long tube from its mouth to the other end. Food goes in one end and waste comes out the other.


Skeleton


Some skeletons are made of bone. Some are made of cartilage – that’s the gristly stuff you can feel at the end of your nose. Some are a hard shell and some are made of water. Skeletons keep an animal’s body in shape. Some are inside the animal’s body, some are on the outside.
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Muscles


Muscles keep the animals on the move. An ant’s muscles may be tiny but they are surprisingly strong. The blue whale has one of the biggest (and strongest): the peduncle, which stretches from the whale’s back fin to its fluke (or tail). This can be 7.5 metres long.
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Heart and blood


Most animals have hearts pumping blood around their bodies to keep them alive. Sea stars (sometimes called starfish) have no heart or blood at all. They pump seawater around inside their bodies instead.


Breathing system


Reptiles, amphibians, mammals and birds breathe using their lungs. Fish and crabs use gills. Insects and spiders breathe using little tubes all over their bodies. Amphibians breathe through their skin too. Whatever works best for them!
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Brain


The brain is the control centre in charge of movement, the senses, thoughts, memories and emotions. It also deals with breathing, digestion, sleeping and keeping warm. That’s a lot for one body part to do. I think of the brain as like the conductor of an orchestra. It needs every other body part’s help in order to work. All the sections are needed for the body to run smoothly.
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Let’s look at some different types of animal bodies. One big category – which happens to include all of my top ten favourite animals – is the vertebrates. These are animals with backbones and skeletons made of bone or cartilage. The skeleton is inside the body and is called an endoskeleton.


Fish


Fish live in water. Some have skeletons made of cartilage and others have skeletons made of bone. They have fins instead of legs. They breathe through gills. Sharks, rays, eels, minnows, seahorses, salmon and clownfish are some of the many types of fish.
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Amphibians


Most amphibians like to live in, or near, water. Adults have legs and breathe with lungs and through their skin. Toads, frogs, newts, salamanders and the axolotl are all amphibians.
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Reptiles


Reptiles have dry, scaly skin and are cold-blooded, which means they need heat from the sun to warm up each day. Snakes, lizards, crocodiles and turtles are all reptiles.
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Birds


I’m known for being a birdwatcher, and I just love birds! One of many amazing things about birds is that they have wings and feathers, although not all of them can fly. They lay eggs and are warm-blooded, which means they make their own warmth inside of their bodies.
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Mammals


Mammals are warm-blooded, have fur or hair, and have four limbs. Most mammals don’t lay eggs; they give birth to their young instead, and feed them with milk made in the mother’s body. We are mammals – and so are monkeys, tigers, rabbits, wolves, whales, seals, zebras, bats, mice, kangaroos and many, many more.
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The blue whale is the biggest animal there has ever been on Earth – even bigger than any dinosaurs. It tops the table for lots of other biggest things as well . . .


[image: ] Biggest heart – its heart is enormous, measuring more than 1.5 metres long and weighing 180 kilograms – that’s the same as 600 human hearts. Its biggest blood vessel is called the aorta and is about as wide as your head!


[image: ] Biggest tongue – which weighs as much as an elephant.


[image: ] Biggest muscle – the peduncle (see page 22).


[image: ] Biggest baby – a newborn blue whale is as big as an adult bull elephant. A baby drinks a bathful of milk a day.


[image: ]  Biggest sound – blue whales are the loudest animals. They make deep groans and moans that can be heard by other whales up to 1,600 kilometres away.


[image: ] The female is bigger than the male.


[image: ] They eat really small things. Their main food is krill, tiny shrimp-like animals. They strain them out of the water using their baleen plates, which are like big bristly combs inside their mouths, and they eat BIG portions – about 6 tonnes a day.


[image: ] Blue whales are found in all oceans except the Arctic.


[image: ] Whales with baleen are called baleen whales or moustache whales. This is one of two kinds of whales. The others are toothed whales (including dolphins).
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If you’re looking at different animals’ skeletons you’ll realize we’re not all that different under the skin.
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Animals’ muscles are different shapes and sizes for the different lives they lead.
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Bird bodies are built for flight. Here are a few basic features:




[image: ] Wings – shaped to lift them up in flight.


[image: ] Bones – strong with a honeycomb structure. The main wing bone is not solid like in a mammal but light and strong, with air sacs. Scientists now think that birds can let more air into the spaces in their bones, making them even firmer and stronger – like an inflatable boat when it’s fully blown up.


[image: ] Feathers – have several jobs but the main one is to make birds even more efficient at flying.


[image: ] Strong chest muscles to work their wings. The muscles are attached to the keel, which is a ridge of bone along the centre of the breastbone.


[image: ] A streamlined body for efficiency in flight.


[image: ] A beak instead of heavy jaws and heavy teeth.





Of course, there are a few birds that can’t fly, but they all still have wings. Penguins use their wings to swim. Kiwis’ wings are hidden away.
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Birds are often intricately coloured. Even an all-brown bird might have beautiful, detailed patterns on its feathers. For a birdwatcher, learning to spot and describe these colours and patterns is a big part of identifying birds. Maybe we’ll look out for a yellow rump, a red crown or a mottled back, for example. This is where it comes in useful to know the names for the parts of a bird’s body.
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Feather colours – or plumage – are not just important to us. Birds use them for communication, too. Plumage tells other birds a lot of information. Straight away one bird can recognize another and can see ‘that’s an adult’ or ‘that’s a female’, for example.
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Hamza’s Nature Heroes
Sir Peter Scott


1909–1989


There are many people who inspired me with my love of nature and made me think ‘I want to do that.’ One of them is Sir Peter Scott. He was the ultimate bird guy in the UK.


Peter Scott was the only child of one of the world’s most famous explorers – Captain Scott of the Antarctic. Wow! That really captured my imagination!


When Peter’s father set off to the South Pole, an expedition that would sadly end in his death, the last thing he wrote to Peter’s mother was ‘Make the boy interested in natural history.’ That wish definitely came true. Peter’s specialist interest was birds. He was a brilliant painter who created beautiful paintings of birds, especially wetland birds. He set up Slimbridge, a wetland nature reserve in southern England. Today about 210,000 people a year visit and enjoy the wildlife there. Wetland birding is one of my particular favourites, so he was a man after my own heart.
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Peter wanted to conserve wildlife, too. He understood how we are part of the natural world and that we should love and look after it. He helped set up the World Wide Fund for Nature and designed its famous panda logo, as well as the swan logo of the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust. He saved the Hawaiian goose, or nene, from extinction.


I’ve been lucky enough to visit his famous study, which is a bit like my living room but way cooler. The whooper swans and Bewick’s swans are within touching distance outside, and one of his final paintings is there. To me it’s more exciting than going to the Oval Office or 10 Downing Street. It’s an amazing place.


Sir Peter presented the BBC’s first-ever natural history programme in 1953. He is one of Sir David Attenborough’s heroes, which makes him a hero of mine too.
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There is a category of animals that has far more animals in it than the vertebrates. These are the invertebrates – animals with no backbone. Many of them have their skeletons on the outside of their bodies and these are called exoskeletons.
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Invertebrates also include jellyfish, other types of worms, sponges, centipedes and millipedes.
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We sometimes use the name ‘minibeasts’ instead of invertebrates because it’s an easier word. They’re also sometimes called ‘creepy-crawlies’ because they are small, creeping, crawling, wriggling animals. They also jump, run, fly, swim, burrow and dance. They may be small, but their importance is enormous.


[image: ] Invertebrates may have been on Earth for almost 900 million years. Vertebrates have only been around for about half that time.


[image: ] Many insects, spiders and slugs are pollinators, which means they help plants to make seeds – 160,000 of the world’s pollinators are butterflies and moths.


[image: ] If there were no bees, about 70 of the 100 crops that feed almost everyone in the world would disappear.


[image: ] If you could weigh all the animals on Earth together, you would find that the invertebrates make up around two-thirds of the total. That’s even though they’re small. They are food for other animals.


[image: ] Many invertebrates are decomposers. They break down dead and decaying material, such as dead leaves, dead animals, animal poo and rotten fruit, and release all that goodness back into the soil.


[image: ] Most spiders and many insects make silk. This incredible material is strong and versatile, used for transport, building nests and shelters, trapping prey and more. Weaver ants stitch leaves together using the silk made by their ant larvae (young).


[image: ] The most dangerous animal in the world (to humans, and apart from other humans) is an invertebrate – the mosquito. In some parts of the world the mosquito carries deadly diseases. And they’re a menace everywhere. Even in the Arctic, you wouldn’t believe how many mosquitos there are – they’re all over the place, and big. You can’t sit still – the mozzies hammer you day and night, and you can’t go anywhere without a mosquito net.
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