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About 280 species of birds have been recorded from Jamaica. Of these, 30 species and 19 subspecies are endemic, that is, they are found nowhere else. Among the endemic birds is the national bird of Jamaica, the Streamer Tail Hummingbird, better known as Doctor Bird. All but one of these endemic birds are protected by Jamaica’s wildlife laws. In the past, bird hunting was a popular pastime, but it is now severely restricted, the government declaring the dates of the season, setting bag limits, and so on. 

Eight species of birds have been successfully introduced into the island. They are the starling, the saffron finch, the house sparrow, the Guiana parrotlet and more recently the nutmeg mannikin, chestnut mannikin, golden bishop and red bishop. Two other species are self-introduced, that is they extended their range and found suitable habitat on the island. These are the cattle egret and the shiny cowbird. It is believed that within historic times three species of birds have become extinct. Several others are at risk, being endangered or vulnerable. 

Jamaica’s bird population consists of residents and winter and summer visitors. There are 116 breeding species and over 80 winter visitors. The island lies on one of the main migration birds frequently stop here on their journeys. In the winter months, some birds that breed in the north migrate southwards. A large number of birds arrive from August to November. Many of these visitors spend more time here than they do on their breeding grounds. The majority of the winter visitors are shorebirds and warblers. A small number of bird visitors arrive in the summer. These come from their homes further south to breed in Jamaica. Among these well-known visitors is the John-to-whit that comes around March, and the petchary. A number of birds that spend most of the year far out in the ocean also arrive on the cays near Jamaica to breed. Among them are the sooty and noddy terns, known locally as booby birds. Some birds are also passage migrants. They pass through the island on their journeys north or south. 
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In Jamaica, birds are often seen as the symbols of departed souls or as spirit messengers-an ancient, world-wide concept. Their eggs and feathers are also assigned significance.

Among contemporary Jamaicans, the owl symbolizes death or witchcraft. Other birds such as the ground dove, white belly and the gimme-me-bit are associated with spirits. Spiritual significance is also given to the doctor bird and the John crow. Of yard fowl, the senseh is believed capable of scratching up any hidden secrets, e.g. bad ‘guzu’ or charms. In African Jamaican religions, birds – most often doves or pigeons but also yard fowl – are used in blood sacrifice. 

Feathers and eggs are sometimes associated with the spirit world and are used in obeah practices. R.T. Banbury, writing in the 19th century, noted that eggs were much dreaded, being considered an embodiment of obeah, and that few would steal eggs out of the nest. Egg stealing in any event was discouraged by the belief that if someone stole an egg, he would keep on stealing till he died. In ‘shadow catching’ exercises by myal men and women, the cotton tree was sometimes pelted with eggs to release the spirit, the eggs presumably a payment or offering to the tree. 

Among the native peoples of the Americas, feather ornaments and garments are symbols of spirituality. The shaman serves as an intermediary between man and the other worlds and he or se often does so in the guise of a bird able to fly between realms. In caves in Jamaica where Taino pictographs and petroglyphs have been found, birds, or humans with bird heads are frequently depicted, and birds are often portrayed on carvings, etc. Although we cannot be sure of their meaning, these depictions might well be associated with spiritually. One of the most important Taino carvings ever discovered was the so-called ‘Bird Man’ found in a cave in Jamaica at ‘Spots’, Carpenter’s Mountain. 

Bird feathers were also used as personal adornment by the Tainos, among other South American peoples and were perhaps symbols of authority and power. On his first visit to Jamaica, Columbus was greeted at Old Harbor by a Cacique wearing ‘a cloak of colored feathers of a shape like a coat of arms and on his head, a large, feathered headdress.’ 

Birds, e.g. hummingbirds, are also connected with Tobacco, of great spiritual significance to the Tainos, tobacco smoke being the food offered by the shaman to the spirits that help him. This close connection to the shaman offers one possible explanation for the Doctor’s Bird’s popular name. 

Bird symbolism also appears in the Christian religion in Jamaica as elsewhere, especially in church decoration and architecture. The dove frequently represents the Holy Spirit, a role played by the pelican at the University chapel, that bird being the symbol of the university. In European folklore the pelican symbolized unstinting self-sacrifice, hence its association with Christ. It was though to pluck out its own breast in order to feed its young, its method of regurgitating pre-digested food having been misunderstood. 

Birds have found their way into numerous proverbs, sayings and songs, ‘chi chi bud o’ – which lists an endless array of birds – being one of the best-known folk songs. In religious hymns, the revival ‘I saw a parakeet in the garden’ is an outstanding example of the bird metaphor, likening the betrayer Judas to the talkative parrot. There are also many folk tales featuring birds, ‘Bird Cherry Island’ being one of the best-loved Anansi stories. In this story, each bird lends Anansi a feather so that he can fly with them to their favorite feeding ground. Anansi, as usual, becomes too greedy and the angry birds remove their feathers, leaving him stranded. 

Like peoples the world over, Jamaicans use bird behavior as a weather prognosticator. The close observation of birds over many centuries has also led the countryman to attribute articulate sounds to many bird cries and give birds names such as gimme-me-bit and John-to-whit, based on these cries. Many interpretations of bird sounds have been recorded by May Jeffrey-Smith and by visitors such as Charles Rampini and M.W. Beckwith. The gimme-me-bit or night hawk is supposed by its cry to warn fishermen, ‘turtle inna net.’ Others say it screams ‘gimme-me-bit’ at humans to demand payment for riding the night of mosquitoes. The pea dove’s mournful cry says either, ‘Mary dead, who kill im?’ or ‘Mary boil brown rice,’ for church goes it says, ‘Moses preach God word.’ 

There are even domestic bird dialogues. The female bald pate coos: ‘sairey coat blue’ while the male agrees: ‘for true, for true, for true.’ The hen turkey complains: ‘we poor black people hab bery bad time’ while the male Turkey gabbles out his counsel: ‘take heart, take heart, take heart, take heart.’
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Jamaica’s most endangered bird, an endemic genus, is known as the Jamaican Blackbird, or wildpine sargeant. It is found only in mature forests where it is often seen feeding in wild pines. 

Two other birds called Blackbird are much more common, social birds, encountered year-round in Jamaica: the cling-cling, tinkling grackle or Greater Antillean grackle and the smooth-billed ani known as Savanna blackbird or tickbird. The birds resemble each other superficially in many ways but belong to different families. Both blackbirds follow cattle about to feed on the cattle parasites. Both are also very gregarious and travel, roost, and nest in flocks, incubating and rearing their offspring collectively. What really distinguishes one from the other is the very different beak and their personalities. 

The ani belongs to the cuckoo family. It is a medium sized bird, and its very long tail and short rounded wings provide a way of telling it apart from the cling cling. It uses its parrot like beak to search for ticks on cattle, its name Crotophaga meaning ‘tick eater’. 

In the matter of personality though, it is the cling cling that attracts attention with its noisy, raucous cry. With its glossy coating, bright eye, and stuck out angled tail like the keel of a boat says one observer, like a vertical fan, says another. It is often an amusing sight in the garden. 

Neither blackbird is much thought of for eating by the folk as attested by the saying, ‘nuh waste shot pon blackbird
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