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Contents key



The birds in this book fall into 27 broad family groupings, each of which is identified by a typical silhouette at the top of the page. Birds are highly mobile and versatile creatures, and occasionally their anatomical adaptations to a particular way of life may outweigh family similarities. For example, swallows and swifts, so similar in appearance, are unrelated, and cranes (which look like herons) are actually related to the crakes and rails. In such cases, for ease of use the page heading silhouette is that which makes identification easiest for the birdwatcher.
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Divers (Gaviiformes) and Grebes (Podicipediformes) are specialist diving birds of both fresh and salt waters, hunting fish and other small aquatic animals. Divers are slim and short-necked, grebes plumper: both have feet with lobed toes set back near a stumpy tail. Their wings are small, beat rapidly, and they fly relatively infrequently.
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FulmarsandShearwaters (Procellariiformes) are oceanic seabirds with beaks showing clear signs of segmentation and with conspicuous paired tubular nostrils on the ridge. They are masters of energy-efficient gliding, and come ashore only to breed. They feed on fish and plankton caught near the surface.
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Gannets and Cormorants (Pelecaniformes) are large fish-eating waterbirds, characterised by powerful beaks. Gannets are maritime, spend most time in the air and dive spectacularly; cormorants spend more time on the water (fresh or salt), dive from the surface, and pursue prey underwater propelled by their large feet with all four toes joined by webbing.
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Herons and allies (Ciconiiformes) and  Crane (Gruiformes) are notably long-legged, long-necked wetland birds feeding on various small animals. Most are large, some huge. They have long, dagger-like beaks and stab at their prey. Some have adapted to drier habitats.
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Swans,Geese and Ducks (Anseriformes) form a uniform family, generally aquatic (fresh and salt waters), some carnivorous, others vegetarian. Many dabble for food, while others dive. All are characterised by ‘duck-like’ beaks and by their triangular webbed feet.
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Birds of Prey (Accipitriformes and Falconiformes) are often called ‘raptors’, and are characterised by relatively large effective eyes, markedly hooked beaks for tearing flesh (all are carnivorous or scavengers) and by long, usually bare lower legs ending in sharply hooked talons. Females are often substantially larger than males.
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Game Birds (Galliformes) and Rails (Gruiformes) are generally omnivorous and characterised by bulky bodies and comparatively small heads. Short rounded wings lift them rapidly into flight. Game birds are terrestrial, with upright stance, running powerfully. Rails are marshland birds, with long legs and large feet. Some swim well, some dive.
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Waders (Charadriiformes) are shoreline or marshland birds, feeding on a variety of small invertebrate animals. Most are relatively long-legged, with long toes. Most important identification features to observe (beside plumage colour) are beak length and shape, wing and tail flight patterns and leg colour.
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Skuas, Gulls and Terns (Charadriiformes) are long-winged web-footed seabirds. Skuas are oceanic or coastal, piratical or predatory, but can fish for themselves. Gulls are more omnivorous, larger species predatory, ancestrally coastal but now often occur inland. Terns are smaller, slimmer, shorter-legged, with longer slimmer wings, and dive from the air for small fish prey. Gulls often, skuas and terns rarely, rest on the water.
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Auks (Charadriiformes) are robustly dumpy, short-necked seabirds with short narrow wings and whirring flight. They feed on fish caught by diving from the surface and pursue their prey underwater, propelled by their wings.
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Pigeons (Columbiformes) are heavy-bodied, small-headed vegetarian (largely seed-eating) birds with fast direct flight. There is no distinction between pigeons and doves.
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Cuckoo (Cuculiformes) and Nightjar (Caprimulgiformes) are long-tailed birds with short pointed wings. Both are short-legged and have small beaks, feeding on insects, which are caught in flight by nightjars.
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Owls (Strigiformes) are character-istically stocky, with short tails and an upright stance. Large heads and big eyes surrounded by a prominent facial disc indicate largely nocturnal life-styles. Small animal prey is captured in powerful sharp talons.
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Kingfisher, Bee-eater, Hoopoe (Coraciiformes) form a group with little in common anatomically, but all sufficiently brightly coloured to be readily identified. All are carnivorous, their prey ranging from insects to lizards and fish.
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Woodpeckers (Piciformes) form a close-knit group, featuring a strong straight dagger-like beak, long, strong central tail feathers used as a prop when perched on trunks, and powerful feet with toes distinctively arranged two pointing forward, two back. Their flight is undulating, their calls strident, their drumming far-carrying.
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Larks, Pipits and Wagtails (Passeriformes: Alaudidae, Motacillidae) are largely terrestrial, swift running birds of open habitats. Larks and pipits are heavily streaked and well camouflaged, with a long hind claw; wagtails are more colourful, with long incessantly wagged tails. All eat insects and small soil invertebrates, larks also eat vegetable matter.
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Swallows and Martins (Passeriformes: Hirundinidae) and Swifts (Apodiformes) have short legs, small beaks, streamlined bodies and slim curved wings. Much time is spent on the wing, including catching insect prey and drinking. Swallows and swifts are taxonomically unrelated, but evolution has shaped the outward anatomy of both groups to suit a common life style.
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Wren, Dipper, Dunnock (Passeriformes: Troglodytidae, Cinclidae, Prunellidae) a grouping of convenience, rather than indicating close relationship. All, though, are predominantly brown in plumage, largely terrestrial in habit, (the dipper aquatic) and feed on small invertebrate animals, the wren using a finely pointed beak, the others more robust. The sexes are broadly similar.
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Thrushes and Chats (Passeriformes: Turdidae) form an obviously coherent grouping with two major types. Thrushes are larger, stouter-legged and rather longer-tailed, often with a horizontal body posture. Chats are smaller, rounder in the body, with longer, slimmer legs and characteristically flick wings and tail. All share a medium-length pointed beak, stronger in some than others, and have a mixed diet of invertebrate animals augmented by berries.
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Warblers and Crests (Passeriformes: Sylviidae) also form a coherent grouping of small birds, mostly migrants, dividing into distinctive subgroups, the tiny generally greenish, active canopy-feeding leaf warblers and crests; the brown, sometimes streaked, reedbed Acrocephalus warblers and their allies; and the more robust and colourful Sylvia warblers, where the sexes differ in plumage. All have shortish insectivorous beaks, and depend heavily on insect food, though turning readily to fruit to augment their diet in autumn.
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Flycatchers (Passeriformes: Muscicapidae). Small, migrant, and rather warbler-like, flycatchers share the habit of catching insect prey in flight. They are short-legged, giving an elongated, horizontal perching posture. Their beaks though short and pointed are broad, with bristles round the gape to increase their catching area, and often close with an audible snap.
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Tits and Allies (Passeriformes: Paridae, Aegithalidae, Timaliidae). True tits are small, active and agile woodland birds with relatively strong legs and a stubby but powerful beak well suited to an omnivorous diet. They nest in holes which they may either excavate or modify. Long-tailed and bearded tits are not closely related, but possess tit-like beaks and agility. These build complex nests in vegetation.
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Nuthatch and Treecreeper (Passeriformes: Sittidae and Certhiidae). Short-legged and with strong feet, these spend much time clinging to trunks and branches. Nuthatches are woodpecker-like in beak and habits (but lack strong central tail feathers). Treecreepers have large eyes and longish, finely pointed beaks to extract insect prey from crevices in the bark.
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Shrikes (Passeriformes: Laniidae). A close-knit group of relatively long-tailed, thrush-sized birds, with falcon-like hooked and notched beaks for grasping and tearing small animal and insect prey, which they sometimes impale on thorns for later consumption. Usually favour exposed perches.
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Crows (Passeriformes: Corvidae). Large among the Passeriformes, crows are usually gregarious in habit and omnivorous in diet. All have powerful beaks, and are opportunist predators as well as scavengers. The true crows are black or blackish, related genera are more strikingly coloured (eg magpies, jays).
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Oriole, Starlings, Waxwing (Passeriformes: Oriolidae, Sturnidae, Bombycillidae) are similar in size and shape, flying fast and straight on triangular wings. Short-medium length straight beaks suit a mixed diet of fruit and invertebrate animals. Plumage and calls are best distinctive features.
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Sparrows, Buntings and Finches (Passeriformes: Passeridae, Emberizidae, Fringillidae) are small, stocky, rather short-legged, predominantly seed-eating birds, often gregarious. Their beaks are stout and roughly wedge-shaped. Upper mandible ridge is convex in sparrows; lower mandible distinctively larger than upper in buntings. In finches the precise size and shape of the generally triangular beak is a guide to diet and often useful in identification.


Please note the colours in the maps indicate the following: light grey, breeding; dark grey, wintering; mid-grey, resident.
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Introduction



This book gives easily-used identification details linked to full colour photographs, plus information on habitat, food, song and behaviour, for over 230 European birds, covering the species that most birdwatchers could expect to see in a lifetime. This introduction provides advice on how birds use the various habitats in our countryside, on the equipment needed for birdwatching, and on how to get the best out of your birdwatching by developing all-important fieldcraft skills.

PARTS OF A BIRD
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HABITATS AND MIGRATION

Unpredictability is very much a feature of bird life. The most distinctive character of birds (apart from their unique covering of feathers) is their ability to fly. Birds migrate to take advantage of opportunities in one part of the world which last only for part of the year – for example food being plentiful in one area in summer and another in winter. This explains the kaleidoscopic seasonal changes to be seen as migrants depart or arrive. Migration may be over huge distances, from the Arctic Circle to southern Africa or beyond, or be comparatively short-haul. Although this Gem guide covers the birds of the whole of Europe, many birds which do not breed or overwinter in your area will be seen as they come through on passage in spring and autumn. The ability to migrate (occasionally getting blown off course), coupled in many birds with an opportunistic approach to feeding, means that most birds do not necessarily conform to land boundaries laid down by geographers. Migration adds a great deal to the richness of birdwatching.

Nor do birds always stay neatly in the habitat categories that ecologists have attempted to draw for them. Although most of the ducks are associated with the sea or freshwater, kingfishers and dippers with rivers and streams, many birds are not so tidy. Kestrels may be seen over towns, coasts, moorland and motorway, and the gulls are as much at home on farmland and rubbish tip as at sea. Even Blue Tits, traditionally year-round woodland birds, may in midwinter be found in an oakwood, or (equally likely) feeding on an exotic food like peanuts in gardens (or opening milk bottles on town doorsteps to remove the cream), or feeding on insects hibernating in the shelter of the reed stems in a huge, tree-less marsh! In this guide, for each bird we identify the main habitats frequented.

PLUMAGE

Even the plumage of birds changes with time. Feathers are the most obvious external feature of birds, and in many cases are brightly coloured and patterned. Though to us attractive, this patterning serves practical purposes such as attracting a mate, defending a territory, or helping with camouflage. For birdwatchers, plumage is often one of the best identification aids, but there are reasons for caution: as a general rule, males tend to be brighter, and females and immatures duller, as for them camouflage is more important than display. But in many species, the males in winter may also be drab, their bright colours only appearing as the feathers gradually wear down early in the spring.

In most birds, particularly the smaller ones, wear and tear during the year is balanced each autumn by the process called moult, when old feathers gradually fall out and are replaced by new ones. Young birds, two or three months out of the nest, lose their juvenile, often speckled plumage and grow the coloured feathers of the adult for the first time. As this happens, their plumage is a confusing patchwork of old and new. In larger birds like some gulls and birds of prey, the change from juvenile to adult plumage is gradual over three or four years, giving a series of immature plumages making identification quite a problem.

BIRDWATCHING EQUIPMENT

Perhaps the one essential piece of equipment is a pair of binoculars: with these, distant black dots take on an identifiable shape and colour, or the beautiful feather detail of a Great Tit feeding on a garden peanut-holder can be revealed. Binoculars range from cheap to expensive, so a choice over cost and which magnification you will need must be made. There are a few simple guidelines: the binoculars are for you, so they should be comfortable in the hand, easy to use and comfortable hanging round your neck — so do test them outdoors before purchasing. Optical quality tends to increase with price, so with cheaper binoculars (many of which are perfectly satisfactory), check that there are no colour fringes to the images you see, and that telephone poles are not ‘bent’ by poor lens design. If you wear spectacles, check that you can use the binoculars without removing (or scratching) them. As to magnification, generally avoid more than x10 as they are sensitive to shaking, and let in rather little light. For garden, field and woodland watching, x7 or x8 should be right, if possible with a ‘wide angle’ field of view. For those who birdwatch mostly on moorland, the coast, estuaries or large reservoirs, x10 is probably the ideal, although these binoculars will be heavier.

A notebook in which you can jot down notes of numbers of species and plumage details and make sketches (particularly of birds new to you) is also a necessity. Take notes immediately you see a new bird: these could turn frustration into satisfaction as the identification problem is later resolved. A pocket fieldguide such as this Gem should always be with you - in your pocket.

As to clothing, common sense is the best guide, but there are points to remember. Avoid bright colours and noisy rustling fabrics. Remember that in exposed habitats, the weather can change (usually for the worse) with surprising speed, so it is always worth having ample warm, wind and waterproof gear. A heavy sweater and a lightweight nylon kagoul or anorak covers most circumstances. On the feet, trainers or baseball boots may be adequate, but on rougher terrain, walking boots may be desirable, and wellingtons are obviously a necessity in wetland habitats. And always take a supply of energy-rich food and drink on longer walks.

FIELDCRAFT

In fieldcraft, the aim is to see birds well without being seen yourself. Experienced birdwatchers rely very much on their ears to give early warning of what is about. Knowledge of bird calls and songs is an invaluable aid to identification: experience is the best teacher, but listening to commercially available recordings is an excellent foundation. Birds also use their ears — the less chatter, laughter and cracking of twigs, the closer you will get. Pause often to listen and look, preferably in a sheltered spot with a good view. Try to merge into the background, using natural features like banks, hedges and sea walls to avoid standing above the skyline. On the coast or in estuaries, check the tide times when planning your visit: often at low tide, the birds will be far out of sight on the mud, at high tide they may have flown off to roost. Remember it is tide times, not night or day, that govern the movements of birds in these habitats. Plan to visit on a rising (preferably) or falling tide for best views, or locate high-tide roosts by watching the flight-lines of waders heading for them — then you could get excellent views. In inland habitats like woodland, again a knowledge of behaviour can help. Birds tend to be active soon after dawn and before dusk, and in summer these are good times to see the singers, and most usefully, become familiar with their songs. In winter, many birds will gather just before dusk to go to roost. In contrast, the middle hours of the day can often be relatively quiet, with few birds moving, especially in a hot summer.

The hides which are a feature of many nature reserves often give excellent views and help you to become familiar with the birds of a particular habitat, and to gain an insight into their daily lives. It is easy to forget that a car, strategically parked, can provide similarly good views; or that our homes offer a privileged view of the birds nearby, especially if the garden has some drinking water and plenty of food both on the bird table and in the form of berried shrubs and other food plants. An amazing range of birds can visit even the average suburban garden.

Although fieldcraft is all about getting close to birds without causing disturbance, always remember to put the birds’ interests first. Nesting birds not only demand special consideration, but are mostly protected by law, not just from egg collectors but from any disturbance. By all means watch and enjoy garden birds’ nests or follow the progress of tit families using nestboxes. A bicycle mirror fixed to a stick allows you a good view of the nest and contents without leaving a tell-tale track through the surrounding vegetation. If the parent is sitting, pass quietly by and come back later. The Birdwatchers’ Code also requires that special consideration is given to newly arrived migrants, tired after a long journey, and to all birds during severe winter weather. In both cases it is vital that they can feed uninterrupted, so remember their needs and do not be over-anxious for a good view. And of course, obey the Country Code, leaving gates shut, keeping to footpaths, controlling dogs, causing no fires and leaving no litter. In essence, respect and protect the whole countryside as a valuable asset.








Red-throated Diver



Gavia stellata
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Wisniewski
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Wisniewski
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adult winter
 Wisniewski




ADULT Large (55 cm), slender-bodied diving waterbird, well streamlined for swimming. Watch for slim, pale, upturned beak. Looks hump-backed in flight, with rapid deep wingbeats. Throat often looks blackish. In winter grey, flecked white above, white below. Sexes similar.


JUVENILE As winter adult.


HABITAT Breeds on N European coasts and moorland lakes, winters on coastal seas, also on fresh waters.


NEST Always close to water.


VOICE Cackling calls, breeding season only.


GENERAL Widespread in habitat, never numerous. Black-throated Diver (G. arctica): straighter dark beak; Great Northern Diver (G. immer): heavy angular head, massive beak.



Great Northern Diver

Gavia immer
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Newman
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Newman
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adult winter
 Newman

ADULT Large, stout diver (75cm). Heavy, angular head, large beak (may have a bump on the forehead). Long wings and feet, latter project beyond the tail in flight. Shallow wing beats. Black head and neck with check upperparts in summer; dark grey, with barring in winter. Pale eye ring.


JUVENILE As winter adult with scaly pattern on upperparts.


HABITAT Winters on Atlantic coasts.


NEST Mound of waterside vegetation.


VOICE Loud wailing calls in breeding season.


GENERAL Does not breed in Britain. Black-throated Diver (G. arctica) has grey head in summer, and no eyering in winter.
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