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I love history to be hands-on.  I want to walk where history-makers walked and learn about how people lived by learning the skills they used on a regular basis in their day-to-day lives.  History dryly read from a textbook is not that interesting to me, not when I can experience it with my own senses.  I want to eat the food, dance the dances, sing the songs, and yes even make a mess of wool as I spin poorly with a drop spindle. 

Learning about the past through tourism and through living history recreations, re-enactments, and/or faires celebrating a specific time, place, and/or event in history is a popular and often expensive hobby.  From October 1990 to about the summer of 2012 I was part of the largest and most popular medieval history re-creation organization:  the Society for Creative Anachronism.
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I joined the SCA initially to study and perform medieval music, taking the name of “Anne de Lyon” and focusing on high medieval France.  The first song I learned was “Quoth John to Joan” which I feature in “His Red Eminence, Armand-Jean du Plessis de Richelieu” about the famous Cardinal. I sang with the local SCA music group (mostly other students at the University of Nebraska), and had a lot of fun singing and playing my flute for concerts.  I even got to play soprano recorder at the wedding of one of the local members who focused on “heavy weapons” fighting.
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And though my pursuit of my own interests – starting with Asian history and music—often meant I was shunned by my fellow SCAdians, for a very long time that didn’t matter to me.  The activities themselves pulled me through as I sang at feast (dinner), danced at balls and masques, and even picked up a few handcrafts like beading and spinning.
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Then, in 2006 and shortly after moving to Brooklyn (in SCA terms, the Canton of Brokenbridge in the Crown Province of Ostgardr) I decided to blend my passion for my cockatiels with this medieval dress-up game I so long enjoyed as a needed break from the modern world. I founded the “Known World Aviculturists Guild” with a few other parrot people and set about to learn everything I could about parrots in the middle ages, including and especially how parrots were kept in East Asia, the northeast Asian nüzhen (or Jurchen) culture remaining my focal point for over half of my tenure in the SCA.
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This decision proved to be both fateful and fatal to my SCA career as I entered the world of SCAdian politics and became the butt of countless jokes by people with a low regard for both birds and for my research into the human-avian relationship. For four years I researched the question of “what happened to the Derbyan parakeet” that was so abundant in the forests of 7th century China, but today are almost exclusively found in India. For a lady focusing on the Jin dynasty of 11th through 13th century China and northeast Asia, it was a suitable research project that produced fascinating discoveries.  That research, though disrespected within the SCA community, is the core of this book.  And although I finally did leave the SCA for saner activities and kinder people elsewhere, it is my hope that this book will assist others in eventually picking up the baton I had to lay down and building upon the foundations I laboured to lay.

Author’s Note:  The following papers, articles, and class handouts are not substantially edited and appear almost entirely untouched from their original forms as presented at SCA events and demonstrations.  
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A very brief Introduction to Aviculture in the SCA:  What Science Is This and How It Relates to Your Persona?
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By Biya Fujin (Lady Biya), mka Laurel A. Rockefeller

Crown Province of Ostgardr, East

Aviculture—what is it and how does it relate to you and your persona?  As the first person in Society to study this collection of sciences and arts and as founder of the Known World Aviculturists Guild, this simple question has been the most difficult to answer—at least in fewer than 25 pages!  Far easier are to answer smaller, topic by topic questions on certain points of history, practical science, parrot behavior, or how to transform a modern aviculture cage setup into a more period-correct one.  Defining something as big as “what is it?” is absolutely harder!  In these pages, I will attempt to provide a clear understanding of exactly what we study and what we do...and more importantly, how all of this relates to you and your persona.

Birds of a Feather—Not Always Together
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Queen Mary Psalter, 1310s featuring a green “popinjay” (Psittacula parakeet) on Mary’s right hand and a falcon at his left

In beginning this question, it is perhaps best to start with what kinds of birds we study and what we do not.  For of course, society has long studied another bird science, falconry, and over the years, this aviculturist has noticed much confusion by gentles between aviculture and falconry and with birds in general.  The art of falconry is a wonderful art that studies a single order of birds—falconiformes (that is, raptors aka birds of prey)—and human efforts to work with these birds in partnership in the hunt.  Falconry is a type of HUNTING.  Raptors are PREDATORS and in falconry, the birds are taken out in the field to do what raptors want to do:  get up in the air and attempt (and often succeed) in killing prey.  Raptors are not cuddly little pets; they are killers with a brain organized on effective hunting.
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Kaiser Fredrick II’s cockatoo.  Illumination from the Kaiser’s book, “The Art of Falconry.” 13th century.

By contrast, in AVICULTURE, we study COMPANION BIRDS which are those species whose beauty and companionship qualities make them suitable for our company.  Companion birds, if raised with kindness and from an early age, can usually be befriended to some degree—genuinely coming to view their human caretakers as members of the flock and as friends—not to be feared as much as trusted.  Some companion species even like to be held and touched and may be cuddled.  Others prefer verbal affection and food treats.  Companion birds come almost exclusively from one of the three following orders:  PASSERIFORMES (one of the largest orders of birds on earth which includes finches, canaries, sparrows, most songbirds you see in your yard, and even corvids),  COLUMBIFORMES (pigeons and doves), and PSITTACIFORMES (parrots).
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17th century portrait of a Manchu banner man with his finches

When thinking about companion birds, it is important to realize that none of these birds can be considered “pets” in the sense that canines and felines are pets.  That is, no companion bird species is truly domesticated.  Even species that exist exclusively in aviculture (such as Society finches, a species created by Chinese aviculture in period believed to be descended of the white-backed Mannikin finch), many wild qualities persist.  A society finch may be incapable of surviving in the wild, but even society finches retain many of the white-backed mannikin finch’s instincts—the first of which is to regard human beings as big huge predators, not to be trusted!  Likewise, every single parrot hatched in captivity is identical, color mutations not withstanding, to her wild counterparts.  

Parrots have to be taught that humans are friends; their instinct is to assume that any creature with front facing eyes (as both humans and raptors possess) only notice them when they are about to be “dinner”.  This is also why any remarks regarding a parrot being “dinner” are very off-color:  every parrot assumes every human is a threat to her safety automatically.  To teach a parrot that any given human is not a lethal predator takes much work, often risking serious injury from the parrot’s strong beak, and patience.  The worst thing any member of Society can do towards the safety of an aviculturist is to tease a feathered member or make any sort of provoking gesture towards the bird.  Remember that these birds are armed with very dangerous weapons in their beaks!  You get to leave the site when the day is done.  The aviculturist has to live with her or his birds for the next several years or decades—and the consequences of anything you say or do towards her feathered charges.

Yet for all its inherent risks, aviculture is very rewarding.  What other science blends history, herbalism, psychology, religion, cooking, metal working, wood working, medicine, calligraphy/illumination, biology, genetics, ecology, evolutionary studies, geology, the history of warfare, ornithology, book falconry (there is a lot of predator-prey interaction), history, literature (some of my best sources of information on parrots in the middle ages have been POEMS), Asian studies, and so many more?  What ties everything together is applying these diverse areas of study to learning more about birds with a wide range of areas one may study within the subject—from the practical to issues of culture, religion, and even literature.

But why should YOU study this?  How does it relate to your persona?  Would your persona have had a bird?

Here are some of the many people in period in Europe who kept companion birds:

	City dwellers/Towns folk—the species varied by wealth and resources, but keeping at least a pair of sparrows or doves was very normal for the populace in towns.

	The bourgeoisie—the first sign of gentrification was the family parrot.  Until the 16th century, Europeans only had access to one of four species in the genus Psittacula (aka Asian parakeets):  Alexandrine, Rose-ringed (African ringneck) parakeet, Indian ringneck parakeet, and/or plum head parakeet.
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Avian Adventures:  the Known World Aviculturists Guild Comes to Aethelmearc
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By Biya Fujin (Lady Biya)

(Written in September, 2010)

For millennia the beauty, song, and social qualities of three orders of birds have enchanted human civilizations around the world:  Passeriformes (includes song birds, finches, and canaries, but also corvids [crows, ravens], starlings, and other familiar wild birds), Columbiformes (pigeons and doves), and Psittaciformes (parrots).  Since the beginnings of the Society, gentles have brought their companion birds with them to events.  After all, what could be better than a weekend camping with your favorite feathered friend?  Yet aviculture the science would not become part of the SCA until the summer of 2006 when this lifelong mundane aviculturist first started researching our beloved feathered friends as they were kept in period.  

This study was started as a simple effort to prove to gentles in my local area that yes, parrots really were kept in period and that the Old World is home to numerous parrot species.  Yet it took an area demo featuring falconry laurel Mistress Brianna McBain and her red tail hawk, Clarice, to demonstrate just how little the public, not just those in my local canton, knew about birds—of any order!  On August 14th, 2006, the Known World Aviculturists Guild was first created on yahoo groups with initial membership that first week in the south region of the East kingdom.  By September, the guild had spread—to Atenveldt, An Tir, and beyond.  Soon, even the editors of Bird Talk magazine were interested in this strange little bird club on the internet filled
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