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THE INSIDE STORY
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This book is a celebration of one of the great wonders of nature: the variety and beauty of British birds and the sounds they make, over the course of the year. It is based on the highly successful Radio 4 series Tweet of the Day, which has entertained and informed legions of listeners – on the radio itself and on the web – since it first began broadcasting in May 2013.

Made by the radio arm of the BBC Natural History Unit in Bristol, the aim of the series was to showcase a range of almost 250 British birds. But the species were not chosen simply for their sounds, as Julian Hector, executive producer of Natural History Radio, explains:

Tweet of the Day was a daily invitation to listen to the story of a bird, told through its calls and songs. Partly, of course, this focused on the bird’s appearance and behaviour. But as the series unfolded, insights also emerged about the crucial part that birds play in our society and culture: through folklore, art, music and literature. Finally, what came through in every brief episode was the huge effect birds have on us and our daily lives: for many people, they are the route that inspires us to get to know and love nature as a whole.

Two things inspired the series: one traditional, one very contemporary. The first was our nation’s long love of, and connection with, birdsong; the second, the rise of the online communication medium known as ‘tweeting’, which for more and more people is becoming a way of life. We felt that it would be impossible to capture the essence of a bird in just 140 characters, so instead we gave ourselves a time-limit of ninety seconds, just enough to convey succinct and relevant information about each species through words and recordings of their sounds.

Choosing which birds to feature was a challenge. With 265 programmes throughout the year we needed about 240 species, allowing for some birds whose calls and songs were so well known that they would justify a second outing on air: these included the song thrush, cuckoo and nightingale.

The next step was to allocate each species to a month when people were most likely to see and hear them. This wasn’t always straightforward, because most British birds sing in spring and reach a peak in April and May, but with roughly forty slots in those two months we would have to allocate the majority of species to other times in the year.

Once we’d debated long and hard, and finally drawn up our provisional calendar, producer Sarah Blunt then spent days combing the NHU sound archives for suitable recordings:

One of my first tasks was to haul bag after bag of recordings from the Natural History Unit sound library up several flights of stairs to my top-floor office, where I listened to over a thousand recordings to see which we might use. Among them were wonderful old recordings dating back to the 1950s, by one of the pioneers of wildlife recording, Ludwig Koch. But there were also gaps – lots of gaps! So we recruited a team of superb wildlife sound recordists – Gary Moore, Geoff Sample and Chris Watson – and set them the daunting task of capturing sounds for the series, either from their own personal archives or out in the field.

Some of our most familiar birds proved unexpectedly challenging. The feral pigeon lives amid such a hubbub of urban sound that Geoff Sample found recording pure calls, without people and traffic in the background, surprisingly difficult. The golden pheasant presented different challenges, as it calls infrequently, usually during late winter and spring nights in the depths of dense conifer woods. Gary Moore spent a freezing April night among prickly pine needles to capture its seldom recorded mating squawk. And Chris Watson, who has travelled the world in search of exotic wildlife, bedded down in the Lincolnshire reedbeds to obtain some exceptional recordings of water rails and bearded tits:

The best moments of my work as a wildlife sound recordist are putting on a pair of headphones and entering into that secret world of animals we can never get that close to. Listening intently, the clattering hiss and rattle of reed stems became much sharper. I heard the distant squeal of a water rail and the sharp warning notes of coot on the water. I could hear all this yet see very little from my position. Eventually, and without much audible warning, they came by. Bearded tits would approach and pass by dancing around the microphone for just a few moments, calling frequently to keep in contact, and then melting away into the forest of reed stems.

Once we had gathered our birdsongs and calls, we started thinking about the different human voices that would present the programmes. Sir David Attenborough would begin the series on 6 May, the day after International Dawn Chorus Day, and would be followed by many well-known names: Miranda Krestovnikoff, Michaela Strachan, Steve Backshall, Brett Westwood, Chris Watson, Martin Hughes-Games, Kate Humble, John Aitchison, Bill Oddie and Chris Packham. The scripts were written by Brett Westwood but many of the presenters contributed their own thoughts and experiences. For Martin Hughes-Games the jackdaw evoked long-forgotten childhood memories:

As a child we had a tame jackdaw, which was brought injured to my father (the local doctor) who managed to patch her up and she became a very colourful, if somewhat demanding member of the family with her very own store of costume jewellery to play with. She lived in the downstairs bathroom.

One year, in my old house, we tried to light the wood burner when winter came but it filled the house with smoke. When the chimney sweep came we removed a vast heap (around five bin bags) of dry twigs from the chimney where the jackdaws had tried to build a nest – unbelievable industry! In my current house I have fitted wire covers on the chimneys to ward off the jackdaws – always in pairs – who come in early spring and try to fill the entire chimney with twigs.’

Once the scripts had been recorded, the programmes were mixed at the BBC Bristol studios. Sarah Blunt produced the first three months and then Sarah Pitt took over the remaining nine months, rising to the challenge of editing a programme of just ninety seconds another 189 times:

There’s something very special about our relationship with birds and that’s why Tweet of the Day is a joy to produce. It doesn’t matter where you live in the UK, city or country, birdsong and calls are ever present. The magic of Tweet is that we capture these voices of the wild and invite listeners to imagine themselves out on an estuary hearing the plaintive call of the curlew or deep in woodland to hear a tawny owl duet. Best of all, for me, is that Tweet continues the fine tradition of natural history sound recording and production begun in Bristol by the BBC over sixty years ago. Searching out old recordings or commissioning new ones, the variety of birdsong is staggering, so it’s a privilege to be able to share it with so many people.

Tweet of the Day is, however, about far more than Britain’s birds and their sounds, as Julian Hector concludes:

Broadcast first thing in the morning, ahead of the most influential news programme in the country, Today, the series provided a natural punctuation mark in our busy lives. There is a growing sense that we have to change our relationship with nature, the nature on which we all depend, if we want to avoid losing touch with what matters most in our lives. By allowing us to pause for just ninety seconds, and remind ourselves that our lives are inextricably linked with those of the wild creatures around us, Tweet of the Day has created a vital refuge where we could experience joy and delight in a troubled world.


USING THIS BOOK
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So why this book? The length of the programmes meant that only the briefest flavour of each bird could be given on the radio and there was so much more to say. Indeed, this book could have been four times the length, but we wanted to translate something of the concentrated intensity of the radio programmes on to the page.

In this book, you’ll find the birds under each monthly heading as they appeared in the radio series. It is not a field guide, so in these pages you won’t find detailed descriptions of bird plumages or distribution, or long lists of statistics. Instead, we have attempted to convey the essence of each bird: its character, the places where it lives, and especially what it is like to see and hear it in the field.

Where appropriate, we have also added stories about how the bird’s life intersects with our own: through folklore, history, art, music, literature and culture. We have been immeasurably helped by Carry Akroyd’s beautiful and evocative illustrations.

The book is in no way meant to be a comprehensive guide to Britain’s birds. There are about 600 birds on the ‘British List’, defined as having occurred naturally in the wild by the British Ornithologists’ Union. This book, like the radio series, includes just under half of these.

Eagle-eyed readers will notice that some fairly familiar birds are missing. These include several ducks, for example tufted duck, pintail and red-breasted merganser, and a few birds of prey such as marsh and Montagu’s harriers. The reason for these omissions is that our choice was influenced by sound and though these species are interesting, and indeed very beautiful in many other respects, the sounds they make are not among their strongest features.

While the series was on the air, the question of what makes a bird British became a talking point in the letters column of Radio Times and subsequently in some of our national newspapers. A handful of listeners were puzzled about the inclusion of what they regarded as unfamiliar ‘foreign’ birds: passage migrants and vagrants, that either pass through Britain in small numbers in spring and autumn, or turn up once in a blue moon, having taken the wrong turn on migration. This overlooked the inconvenient fact that the male cuckoo – one of our best-known and most iconic birds – spends barely two months in Britain, arriving in April and heading back south to Africa in midsummer, and that even swallows spend half the year away from our shores.

So, in these pages you’ll read about the bobolink as well as the blackbird, the mourning dove as well as the moorhen, among the rich panoply of species that we can see and hear in Britain. But before we get to the birds themselves, there’s a short detour to find out why birds sing, a brief history of birdwatching, and a tour around our local patches to explain how and why we became birders and how you can too – that is, if you’re not hooked already.

[image: image]

The accompanying Radio 4 website features illustrations of all the birds and the chance to listen again and download each programme. The site has proved very popular – and is the perfect accompaniment to this book.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/tweetoftheday


BIRDSONG
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The language of birds is very ancient, and, like other ancient modes of speech, very elliptical: little is said, but much is meant and understood.

Gilbert White, 1789

WHY DO BIRDS SING?

Throughout human history we have been fascinated by birdsong. No other natural phenomenon has quite such power to captivate us; a power displayed in religion and superstition, poetry and prose, music and folklore, history and culture – even in the names we give to birds. Of all our innumerable encounters with the natural world, none is quite so all-pervasive as birdsong, and none has quite the same power to stir human emotions: of love, longing and loss, among others.

Yet for the birds themselves, birdsong is simply a means to an end, rather than an end in itself. Some may sound more musical to our ears than others – the lush outpourings of the nightingale or the skylark, compared with the monotonous ramblings of the dunnock, for example. But from the birds’ point of view, tunefulness has nothing to do with whether a song is effective. The only thing that matters is that other members of the same species can hear it, and respond in the desired way.

What is extraordinary about birdsong is that it performs two different but equally important functions. On the one hand, birds sing to repel rival males and stop them invading the incumbent’s territory; on the other, they do so to attract females to form a pair bond and eventually mate with the singer, thus enabling him to procreate.

For the singing bird, it could hardly be more serious: if he fails to attract a mate, or allows his rivals to steal a march on him by getting there first, he may die without ever having reproduced. This is particularly true for songbirds, many of which have a life expectancy of only a year or two. This could be his one chance to pass his genetic heritage on, so no wonder he sings so loudly and persistently.

You’ll notice we say ‘he’. That’s because with a very few exceptions, all birds that sing are males. But although they are doing the hard work, it is the females that in many ways matter more. For it is they who judge the quality of the song they hear and decide whether to commit themselves to one particular male – or to another. Just as in The X Factor, it is the judges who have the real power.

The only exceptions to this rule, in Britain at least, are those birds where the female defends a territory, as with robins in autumn and winter, when females will also deliver their plaintive and unseasonal song. But in the vast majority of cases, the male, and the male alone, is singing.

Birds are able to produce such complex sounds because their vocal mechanism is completely different from ours, which is why we find it so difficult to imitate birdsong with any accuracy. Whereas we use our vocal cords and larynx, a bird’s vocal organ is called a syrinx, and is able to produce two sounds simultaneously by separately controlling both sides of the trachea.

The reason why some birds use this sophisticated mechanism to produce a complex series of extraordinary sounds, while others sing something much more simple, is harder to explain. Why a female chiffchaff is happy with the male’s rather monotonous song, whereas a female nightingale requires her potential mate to create a tune with dozens of different phrases, is a puzzle.

And if you think the nightingale’s song is complex, try listening to a brown thrasher, a thrush-sized member of the mockingbird family from North America. Brown thrashers have been found to sing more than 2,000, and perhaps as many as 3,000, distinct songs – that’s ten times as many as the Beatles ever wrote – and although no single male thrasher sings anything like that many, they are still all able to produce a wide range of sounds.

Even more peculiar is why some birds, entirely capable of singing their own compositions, choose to copy other species instead. The starling is the best known British mimic, able to recreate the songs of many common birds, as well as car alarms and telephone ringtones. But the undisputed champion impersonator is the marsh warbler. Each individual male can mimic up to eighty different songs: both British birds and those from its winter quarters in south-east Africa. Overall, marsh warblers have been known to imitate more than 200 different species.

The theory behind such extraordinary complexity – which also applies to birds like the nightingale, which sing many different variations of their own song – is that the ability to perform to such high standards is the accidental result of an evolutionary ‘arms-race’, in which the females preferred males with a more varied song, and so the ability to perform such complex sounds was passed down from generation to generation.

WHICH BIRDS SING?

Not all birds sing. Indeed by a small margin, the majority of the world’s ten thousand or so bird species do not sing. Although albatrosses and auks, hawks and herons, and gulls and geese all make distinctive sounds, they do not ‘sing’ in the sense that we usually use the word.

So what of the rest: the half of all the world’s birds that do sing? The vast majority of these are members of the order Passeriformes, sub-order Oscines – the families and species we usually call ‘songbirds’. These range across a wide spectrum of shapes, sizes and plumages: from tits to treecreepers, warblers to wrens and finches to flycatchers; all of which produce a series of notes – sometimes simple, sometimes highly complex.

However, if we define ‘birdsong’ as a learned, vocal tool whose purpose is to defend a territory and attract a mate, then it is true that other species, apart from songbirds, also ‘sing’. Waders perform a display flight over their territory, producing a sound at least as complex. The haunting calls of divers, the hooting of owls and the mewing of buzzards, not to mention non-vocal sounds such as the drumming of woodpeckers, all perform the same function as traditional birdsong.

Then there are the various other sounds made by birds, usually referred to as ‘calls’. This is a tricky area, for when does a call become a song, and vice versa? Some calls have a very specific function: the ringing alarm made by blackbirds when a predator is nearby; the nocturnal screeches of shearwaters as they try to locate their youngster among the hubbub of the colony; and the contact calls of a winter flock of tits, which enable them to stay in touch and alert the flock to a source of food.

But other calls are performing essentially the same function as a song. Watching a herring gull throw its head back and unleash that famous sound, so redolent of childhood holidays by the seaside, leaves the observer in no doubt that this bird is staking out its nesting territory and warning off its rivals from coming too close.

In Tweet of the Day we haven’t been too fussy about whether the sound we’re hearing is defined as a song or a call; in some ways this is a fairly artificial distinction, especially when it comes to our cultural appreciation of the sounds made by birds. But before we examine this, a little scientific understanding may also be necessary.

WHEN DO BIRDS SING?

Put simply, birds sing in springtime. For most birds, the ‘breeding season’ is during the spring and summer, so the need to sing – to establish and defend a territory and win and keep a mate – is indeed predominant at this time of year.

But here in the British Isles, where the weather can be so unpredictable, and the seasons so fluid, spring is a rather more elastic concept. Thus the earliest songsters, such as the mistle thrush and song thrush, may begin singing to defend a territory as early as January – even before Christmas in very mild winters. Other resident breeders will start singing in February or March; early migrants such as the chiffchaff and blackcap arrive in March, but others, such as spotted flycatchers and marsh warblers, may not get here until well into May.

The situation is complicated by the fact that many species have two or more broods of young, so continue to defend their territory by singing well into June, July and even August. And as we have already seen, robins hold autumn and winter territories, so sing from September right the way through to the New Year. They’re not alone: wrens often burst into song on a mild winter’s day, as do reclusive Cetti’s warblers, while migrant chiffchaffs call out their name on sunny days in September.

It’s a useful lesson, perhaps, that nature doesn’t always conform to rigid rules. What we can say, though, is that the peak time for birdsong is the months of April and May, with smaller peaks in March and June. So if you want to hear a truly spectacular dawn chorus, you’ll need to get up very early during the first couple of weeks in May, when almost all the migrants have returned and the resident birds are still at their peak.

The effort needed to sing for such a long period – several weeks or even months in some cases – is astonishing. Remember, when a bird is singing he immediately puts himself at a disadvantage: he cannot feed – either himself, his partner as she sits on her clutch of eggs or, later on, his hungry young. He may also be in danger from predators, especially if, like the skylark, he chooses to sing right out in the open.

Then there is the sheer energy singing requires. It has been calculated that if a song thrush sings his brief, repeated phrases for a few hours every day, by the time the breeding season is over that one bird will have sung more than 1 million separate phrases. That’s a lot of effort. But we are lucky that birds are so single-minded, because their resulting songs have huge resonance for us.

WHAT DOES BIRDSONG MEAN TO US?

As the Chinese proverb goes: ‘A bird does not sing because it has an answer. It sings because it has a song.’ However much we study the science behind birdsong, one inescapable truth remains: that despite all the evidence to the contrary, we still subconsciously believe that in some way the birds are singing to please us.

On spring mornings up and down the country, legions of enthusiasts get up well before sunrise and head out into the woods to listen to what has been described as the best free entertainment in the world, the dawn chorus. There is even an International Dawn Chorus Day, held on the first Sunday in May, to commemorate this very British obsession. The dawn chorus is often portrayed as the ‘tuning up of the orchestra’, but this ignores the inconvenient fact that each bird only listens to the songs made by its own species, and ignores all the rest.

One of the very first written references to birds comes in the Old Testament’s Song of Solomon, and refers to the soporific cooing of the turtle dove. The Greeks and Romans were likewise fascinated by birdsong. Aristotle, in the fourth century BC, proposed that young birds learned how to sing from their parents, inaccurately claiming that ‘a mother nightingale has been observed to give lessons in singing to a young bird’. Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century AD, noted the rivalry between singers, though like Aristotle (and many others since) he subscribed to the misguided notion that it was the female, not the male, that sings.

But down through the ages, nowhere is the connection between birdsong and art more deeply embedded than in poetry. This goes back even earlier than Aristotle, to the ancient Greek poet Homer, whose Iliad and Odyssey (probably written in the ninth century BC) feature a number of references to singing birds, including the nightingale, which ‘sings sweetly in the early spring’. The Roman poet Catullus wrote a moving elegy for Lesbia’s pet sparrow that chirped for her alone.

In English poetry, the first references to bird sounds come in the Anglo-Saxon poem known as ‘The Seafarer’, whose anonymous author (translated by the ornithologist, author and broadcaster James Fisher) summons up a springtime visit to a noisy seabird colony:

There heard I naught but seething sea,
Ice-cold wave, awhile a song of swan.
There came to charm me gannets’ pother
And whimbrels’ trills for the laughter of men,
Kittiwakes singing instead of mead.
Storms there the stacks thrashed, there answered them the tern
With icy feathers; full oft the erne wailed round
Spray-feathered . . .

It is perhaps not surprising that the oral tradition of Anglo-Saxon poetry (‘The Seafarer’ was not written down until the year 1000, some three centuries after it was first created) includes so many references to the sound, rather than simply the appearance, of birds.

In these days when optical equipment is so advanced, it is hard for us to remember that until very recently our encounters with birds would have been primarily through hearing, rather than seeing them. Gilbert White, in the mid-eighteenth century, took great delight in identifying the three similar-looking ‘leaf warblers’ through their distinctive songs, rather than by the more subtle differences in their plumage. Shakespeare liked his birdsong, too, though he mistakenly thought that the tawny owl’s ‘tu-whit, to-whoo’ was made by a single bird, whereas in fact it is a duet between the female and male.

But it wasn’t until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that birdsong really became a focus for poets. The writings of the Romantic poets are full of birdsong: Wordsworth’s ‘To the Cuckoo’ (‘While I am lying on the grass I hear thy restless shout’); Shelley’s ‘To a Skylark’ (‘Hail to thee, blithe spirit, bird thou never wert’) and Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’:

Adieu! Adieu! Thy plaintive anthem fades

Past the near meadows, over the still stream,

Up the hill-side; and now ’tis buried deep

In the next valley-glades . . .

The Romantics may have written evocatively about nature, but the birds they describe are often more symbolic than real. Keats is not even particularly interested in the nightingale; his poem is actually a complex meditation on death. Given that he composed it in Hampstead, north London, more than one birder has pointed out that the subject of his poem might not have been a nightingale at all, but a blackbird or song thrush.

The poet who best understood birds, and wrote about them more consistently and evocatively than any other, was John Clare. Born in 1793, Clare was a contemporary of Keats, but was somewhat contemptuous of his peer who, he said, ‘often described nature as she appeared to his fancies and not as he would have described her had he witnessed the things he describes’.

For Clare, genuine field observation of the bird itself was the key, as opposed to the Romantics’ fevered imagination, and nowhere is this truer than in his descriptions of birdsong, as in the poem ‘Birds in Alarm’:

The firetail tells the boys when nests are nigh
And tweets and flies from every passer-by
The yellowhammer never makes a noise
But flies in silence from the noisy boys . . .

The nightingale keeps tweeting-churring round
But leaves in silence when the nest is found
The peewit hollos ‘chewrit’ as she flies
And flops about the shepherd where he lies;
But when her nest is found she stops her song
And cocks [her] coppled crown and runs along.
Wrens cock their tails and chitter loud and play,
And robins hollo ‘tut’ and fly away.

At times the very rhythm of his poetry appears to mimic the sound of the bird he writes about, as in ‘The Skylark’:

Up from their hurry, see, the skylark flies,
And o’er her half-formed nest, with happy wings
Winnows the air, till in the cloud she sings,
Then hangs a dust-spot in the sunny skies,
And drops, and drops, till in her nest she lies . . .

The song of the skylark has inspired musicians as well as poets: Ralph Vaughan Williams’s The Lark Ascending (itself inspired by George Meredith’s poem of the same title) was written in the 1920s, and remains very popular today.

Vaughan Williams wasn’t the only composer to have turned to birdsong for inspiration. In his book Was Beethoven a Birdwatcher? David Turner muses on whether the opening notes of the last movement of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 2 were inspired by the explosive song of Cetti’s warbler. This isn’t as far-fetched as it sounds, as they share the same rhythm, and we know that parts of the same composer’s Symphony No. 6, the ‘Pastoral’, imitate various birdsongs, including the cuckoo, quail and (inevitably) the nightingale. The twentieth-century French composer Olivier Messiaen went one step further, frequently incorporating almost note-by-note transcriptions of birdsong into his musical compositions.

Nor has birdsong only inspired classical composers. From Leon René’s ‘Rockin’ Robin’ (later sung by Michael Jackson), to Paul McCartney, whose 1968 song ‘Blackbird’ includes a snatch of the bird’s actual song, it is a running strand in our musical consciousness. And when the digital radio station Oneword closed down in 2008, the frequency was kept open by playing recordings of birdsong, which ironically attracted far more listeners than the programmes it replaced.

HOW CAN WE LEARN BIRDSONG?

Many people who consider themselves birdwatchers, or simply enjoy feeding birds in their garden or seeing them when on a country walk, baulk at the idea that they could ever learn to identify birds by their sound alone. Yet it really is not all that difficult to learn the calls and songs of birds.

Rather like mastering a foreign language, it does take some time and effort – but just as beginners soon find they can scrape some basic French phrases together, so you will rapidly be able to identify more birds than you ever thought possible.

You may be surprised at how many you know already. Most people can distinguish the chirp of the house sparrow from the plaintive song of the robin, or the deep, measured tones of the blackbird from the more assertive, repetitious song thrush.

Then there are the songs and calls you know without even having to think about them: the unmistakable two-note call of the cuckoo, the jaunty song of the chiffchaff, or the echoing cries of the kittiwake – just three birds that call out their own name.

Many others do so too, even if it’s not quite so obvious. Choughs call ‘chow’ – the sound ‘chough’ would make if we rhymed it with ‘plough’, as it may originally have been. Jackdaws say ‘jack’, while rooks, crows and ravens all shout out an approximation of their name – and indeed all three names originally derive from their call. You can use this to help you remember bird sounds: when you learn that the word ‘finch’ comes from the chaffinch’s ‘pink’ call, you can associate this sound with the bird.

Other mnemonics are based not on the bird’s name, but simply on its sound. Thus the great tit is, for generations of schoolchildren, the ‘teacher bird’, because it sings a syncopated ‘tea-cher, tea-cher’, with the stress on the second syllable. Pied wagtails are known in London as the ‘Chiswick flyover’, because they call ‘chis-ick’ as they pass overhead.

Once you start using mnemonics to help you learn and remember bird sounds, the sky’s the limit. You don’t need to follow convention: not everyone thinks that yellowhammers call out ‘a little-bit-of-bread-and-no-cheeese’ but if it helps you remember what they sound like, that’s fine. And when you discover that reed buntings remind you of bored sound engineers, chaffinches have the rhythm of a cricketer running up to bowl, and wrens perform like opera singers, a whole new world of birding will open up for you.

There’s no right or wrong way to remember a bird’s call or song, just the way that works for you. Next time you hear the bird, you’ll be amazed at how you can identify it without hesitation. So if you hear what you think might be a lesser whitethroat, try singing the last line of the first verse of the Spice Girls’ hit ‘Wannabe’ – it works for Stephen every time, even if he does get some funny looks from his fellow birders.

[image: image]


BIRDWATCHING: A BRIEF HISTORY
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All sorts of different people seem to watch birds. Among those I know of are a Prime Minister, a President, three Secretaries of State, a charwoman, two policemen, two Kings, two Royal Dukes, one Prince, one Princess, a Communist, seven Labour, one Liberal, and six Conservative Members of Parliament, several farm-labourers earning ninety shillings a week, a rich man who earns two or three times that amount in every hour of the day, at least forty-six schoolmasters, an engine-driver, a postman, and an upholsterer.

James Fisher, Watching Birds (1940)

A Royal Duke, three pop stars, a postwoman, a landscape gardener, several university lecturers, at least three former Conservative cabinet ministers, a trades union leader, four comedians (three living, one dead), a quiz show host, ITV and BBC weather forecasters, a fashion photographer, a nurse, a grandmother, two ten-year-old boys, the news editor of the Daily Star, an Australian musician, and a retired worker from Ford’s of Dagenham.

List updated by Stephen Moss, A Bird in the Bush (2004)

Today, when millions of people in Britain and around the world enjoy watching birds, it’s hard to believe that it is only in the past few decades that people have had the spare time, the money and the inclination to take part in this hobby, pastime or – for some – obsession.

For most of human existence, people did of course watch birds, but when our distant ancestors did so, it was for a number of (mostly) practical reasons. Were they good to eat and, if so, would they be easy to catch? Could their behaviour help predict the weather, at least in the short term? Did some of them arrive back on a regular date in the calendar, and if they did, could that help decide when to plant or harvest crops? Could they be worshipped, or used in other religious or superstitious rituals?

Later, as civilizations rose and fell across the ancient world, so our ancestors’ interest in birds became more complex. Thus the philosophers of ancient Greece and Rome studied the behaviour of birds, and tried to incorporate this into their view of the world. But Aristotle and Pliny, though they observed birds carefully and often perceptively, were still not ‘birdwatching’, if we define this as looking at birds primarily for pleasure.

Deciding who was ‘the first modern birdwatcher’ will always be contentious, but our vote goes to the Reverend Gilbert White, vicar of the parish of Selborne in rural Hampshire. White’s life spanned much of the eighteenth century, during which our society and culture were undergoing huge and unprecedented changes, first through the Enlightenment, and then the Industrial Revolution.

The former encouraged new ideas, which laid the ground for the kind of observation of birds and other wildlife that White pioneered, and has lasted to this day. The latter paved the way for a wholesale change in British society, including the huge shift in population from the countryside to the city, and the rise of a new ‘middle class’, with the time, money and inclination to pursue a range of leisure activities, including birdwatching.
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What made White different from all his predecessors was that although scientific enquiry was always an important motivator, his main purpose when wandering the byways of his country parish was to find, watch and above all enjoy birds. The passion he feels when observing an individual bird is really modern, as shown in this extract from his bestselling book The Natural History of Selborne:

The most unusual birds I ever observed in these parts were a pair of hoopoes (upupa) which came several years ago in the summer, and frequented an ornamental piece of ground, which adjoins my garden, for several weeks. They used to march about in a stately manner, feeding in the walks . . .

After White’s death in 1793, other people began to watch birds in the same way. They included Thomas Bewick, whose two-volume History of British Birds (1797 and 1804), with its neat engravings and clear, concise text, could claim to be the very first ‘field guide’; and John Clare, whose acute observations of the birds around his Northamptonshire home stand comparison with any modern birder.

Over the course of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries these and other pioneers managed to establish which birds were found in Britain, where they lived, and what their official names should be, setting the groundwork for the huge rise in interest in birds and birdwatching during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In the meantime, though, the invention of the breech-loading shotgun in the mid-nineteenth century had a profound influence on the accumulation of our knowledge of birds. ‘Collecting’ became the watchword, as hordes of Victorian gentlemen set forth at dawn to blast every bird they could find out of the sky. Their unfortunate victims were then stuffed, mounted and put on display.
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Collecting was especially influential in our understanding of rare birds: vagrants to our shores from far-flung corners of the globe. Unless a bird was shot, its identity would not be accepted, a custom that gave rise to the saying: ‘What’s hit is History, what’s missed is Mystery.’ From a modern perspective it is easy to condemn the practice of killing rare and unusual birds, but in the days before optical aids such as binoculars and telescopes it was often the only way to be absolutely sure of a bird’s identity.

Shooting birds wasn’t universally popular, however, especially when it was done for profit and fashion: to obtain skins and feathers to adorn the hats and clothes of high society ladies. The Victorian era saw a huge shift in attitudes towards nature, and by the end of the nineteenth century the fightback against this wanton slaughter had begun.

The Society for the Protection of Birds (later the RSPB) was founded in 1889, and in the following decades the practice of ‘collecting’ birds gradually gave way to simply watching them. Even so, it was not until the first year of the twentieth century that the phrase ‘bird watching’ first appeared, as the title of a book by a young naturalist named Edmund Selous. Thus the term we use for our pastime is barely a century old.

The new ‘birdwatchers’ were aided by the invention of the piece of equipment we all take for granted, prismatic binoculars. Invented by the Italian Ignacio Porro in the 1850s, the first mass-production binoculars were marketed by Carl Zeiss in 1894 – featuring the same ‘Porro prism’ design many people still use today. Binocular technology was hugely advanced by the need for soldiers to see the enemy during both the First and Second World Wars, and indeed many older birdwatchers active today learned their craft using ex-military binoculars.

During the course of the twentieth century, birdwatching went from being the preserve of a small minority of mainly educated, affluent, upper-class British men, to a pastime anyone can enjoy, regardless of their sex, class or background. The changes that led to this extraordinary boom began in the early decades of that century, when some key institutions were established that brought these pioneering birdwatchers together and enabled them to develop their hobby. These included the monthly magazine British Birds (founded in 1907 and still going strong); the start of bird ringing in Britain in 1909; and the scientific study of bird behaviour in the field, pioneered by Julian Huxley (see Great Crested Grebe for more on this) in 1912.

During the twentieth century people’s horizons broadened, as first the private car and later the development of air travel and package holidays enabled them to explore new locations at home and abroad. There was also a huge increase in the amount of free time available to most Britons. As early as 1939 George Orwell wrote about this new boom in leisure activities:

Another English characteristic which is so much a part of us that we barely notice it, and that is the addiction to hobbies and spare time occupations . . . We are a nation of flower-lovers, but also a nation of stamp-collectors, pigeon-fanciers, amateur carpenters, coupon-snippers, darts-players, crossword-puzzle fans . . .
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In the decades following the end of the Second World War birdwatching began to move towards the head of this list. Six long years of wartime had sharpened Britons’ passion for making the most of the peace, and many of those who had survived the conflict had been given unprecedented opportunities to travel abroad while serving in the armed forces, opening their eyes to a global array of birdlife. When they returned they continued to watch birds in their more pedestrian, domestic surroundings. These new birdwatchers were encouraged by advances in optical equipment and the first proper field guides, both of which enabled them to identify birds without having to kill them first.

Wartime had another unexpected legacy: the invention of radar enabled ornithologists to track the mass movements of migrating birds; and in the 1950s and 1960s the passion for observing migration became a major aspect of birdwatching, manifested in a growing network of bird observatories all around our coasts. Hordes of people flocked to these migration hotspots, from Fair Isle in the north to the Isles of Scilly in the south, to observe both rare and common birds.

This in turn led to the pastime of ‘twitching’. Wilfully misunderstood by the media, who often use the word as synonymous with birdwatching, twitching is in fact the single-minded pursuit of rare birds, in order to add them to your own personal ‘British List’.

The heyday of twitching was the 1980s and 1990s, when new technological breakthroughs such as information phonelines and portable pagers enabled twitchers to get up-to-the-minute knowledge of the presence – or absence – of a rare bird. The importance of this cannot be overestimated; thirty years earlier, news of a rare bird hardly ever leaked out at all, and if it did, was often communicated by postcard.

But with the arrival of these new means of rapid communication, thousands of people could gather at very short notice to watch a single vagrant, such as the golden-winged warbler from North America – still the only one of its kind ever seen in Britain – that turned up in the unlikely surroundings of a Tesco’s car park in Kent in February 1989. Thousands more made the annual pilgrimage to the Isles of Scilly, where rare birds from North America, Europe and Siberia converge each autumn.

Twitching may not be quite as popular as it used to be – perhaps because for the price of a charter flight to Shetland you can spend a fortnight in North America, seeing the birds where they actually belong – but it still has many thousands of dedicated adherents. In some ways, they are like a benevolent version of the Victorian collectors, using digital cameras and telescopes to add a new species to their ‘collection’ instead of shotguns.
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Other developments in birdwatching during the second half of the twentieth century included bird racing, a competitive version of birding in which teams try to see or hear as many species as possible during a twenty-four-hour period; local patch watching, a more environmentally friendly obsession than twitching, in which a birdwatcher observes the birds on a defined area of land near where they live; and the polar opposite, world listing, in which a tiny cohort of very rich people try to see as many different species as they can out of the ten thousand or so in the world.

For some, this can turn into a kind of mania, in which the chances of adding a new species to their world list diminish with every trip they make, and for whom the momentary buzz of pleasure and relief is almost immediately replaced by the anxiety regarding where the next ‘tick’ will come from.

Fortunately, birdwatching – now largely known by the American term of ‘birding’ – is a broad church, with a global network of like-minded people united by their passion for birds. This is manifested both in the virtual and real worlds, with Internet forums catering for every aspect of birding, and local societies and bird clubs bringing people together face to face.
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Today, two out of three Britons feed birds in their garden – and though not everyone calls themselves birders, they are nevertheless part of the wider community. There are more than 1 million members of the RSPB, and over half a million people take part in the RSPB’s annual Big Garden Birdwatch, making it the biggest Citizen Science project anywhere in the world. One survey suggested that there are almost 3 million active birders in Britain. This has important economic consequences: ‘wildlife tourism’, both at home and abroad, now makes a significant contribution to local, regional and even national economies.

As a result of this rise in popularity, the kind of people who watch birds has changed too. No longer is birding the preserve of white, educated, middle-class men; vast numbers of women and children regularly go birding. Other distinctive social groups include the Gay Birders Club, set up in the mid-1990s, and Birding for All (originally the Disabled Birders’ Association), founded in 2000.

Things are changing very fast in other ways, as well. Already the technology that drove the twentieth-century birding boom looks very old-fashioned: why would you take a heavy, cumbersome book out into the field when you can use smartphone apps to browse online? Indeed why would you bother to identify a bird in the field at all, when you can simply snap a picture of it with your digital camera and work out its identity later on, at your leisure? Birders – especially younger ones – are also using social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook to link up with one another and share details of their sightings.

Old hands sometimes complain that young birders ‘don’t take field notes any more’, but the ability to access information instantly while watching the bird, in real time, has in some ways made this practice redundant. The Internet also provides accurate, up-to-date information on birding sites, rendering ‘site guides’ (which themselves are less than half a century old – John Gooders’s celebrated Where to Watch Birds first appeared in 1967) more or less obsolete.
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Technology is having other, even more profound, effects on the way we watch birds. Advances in DNA technology are revealing that there may be far more species of bird out there than we ever imagined: so-called ‘cryptic species’, which look virtually identical but are in fact very subtly different. How this might affect the way we watch birds hasn’t perhaps been appreciated. But if we can no longer identify birds in the field will we then need to ‘collect’ them, just like the Victorians? Or might our obsession with a bird’s identity begin to decline, allowing us to take a greater interest in its behaviour and ecology, as the early birdwatchers used to do.

The bad news is that with the constant pressure on their homes, food and habitats, there may not be all that many birds left to see. Global climate change, invasive alien species, habitat loss, persecution and pollution are all major threats to the health of bird populations in Britain and around the globe. With the world’s population continuing its seemingly unstoppable growth, with the resulting pressure on natural resources, the picture does look rather gloomy.

BirdLife International estimate that about 2,000 species – about one in five of all those on earth – are now under threat, and that 200 of these could go extinct by the end of this century, more than have disappeared in the 400 years since modern records began in the year 1600. Other studies have suggested that the figure could be much higher; in the worst-case scenario, as many as 2,500, or one in four of all the bird species in the world, could have vanished by the year 2100.

To finish, though, on a more positive note, there can be no doubt that the rise of birding has brought a great degree of pleasure and fulfilment to millions of people. An engagement with the natural world has been shown to benefit our physical, mental, emotional and spiritual health: put simply, birders live longer, feel better and enjoy life more. This is something those of us for whom birds and birding are a lifelong passion have always known; as the pioneering field guide author and artist Roger Tory Peterson wisely observed:

The truth of the matter is, the birds could very well live without us, but many – perhaps all – of us would find life incomplete, indeed almost intolerable, without the birds.
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GETTING STARTED


You can know the name of a bird in all the languages of the world: but when you’re finished, you’ll know absolutely nothing about the bird . . . So let’s look at the bird and see what it’s doing – that’s what counts. I learned very early the difference between knowing the name of something and knowing something.

Richard Feynman

Anyone can call themselves a birder or birdwatcher, because anyone can enjoy watching birds. However, if you want to make the most of being a birder, there are some things it’s worth knowing. So we have tried to distil our own knowledge and experience – we’ve got almost a century of birding between us – to help you enjoy the pastime to the full.

We both began birding very young. Both born in 1960, we belong to a generation who were allowed to be free-range children, going outdoors at an early age, climbing trees, building dens, and encountering wildlife.

Looking back, it sounds like something out of Enid Blyton, but neither of us lived in some rural idyll. In fact we both grew up in the suburbs – Brett on the edge of the West Midlands, Stephen on the fringes of west London – so we cut our birding teeth in that ‘messy limbo which is neither town or country’, as Kenneth Allsop so memorably described it. We watched birds in our gardens and in the area immediately around our homes: Brett on north Worcestershire farmland and Stephen on gravel pits and reservoirs in Middlesex. Family holidays around various parts of Britain enabled us to broaden our horizons, and discover a wider range of British habitats and their birdlife.

As Brett remembers:

For me, the first realization that the birds so beautifully portrayed in the field guides really were out there beyond the garden gate came at the age of fifteen, when I was given a pair of battered binoculars as a birthday present. On the first spring bike ride on 5 April 1975, around the lanes near my home in Hagley, I was amazed to see flocks of fieldfares and redwings – obligingly facing left to right just as they did on the plates of my identification guide – roaming the fields just before they set off for Scandinavia. They weren’t the free-and-easy garden familiars like blue tits or robins, content to peck at whatever we put out for them. These alert and angular thrushes were the real thing – wild and wary worm-stabbers from foreign lands whose imminent departure and strange markings gave them an irresistible allure.

The next day they were gone, but in the same field were two red-legged partridges, birds so fabulous and exotically marked that they could have stepped off a Chinese tapestry. I couldn’t believe that these tiger-striped birds were living and breeding almost on my doorstep and from that day, I was hooked.

For Stephen, some particular highlights stick in the memory too:

Like Brett, redwings feature large in my childhood memories, the first one I ever saw, at the age of eight or nine, on the grassy verge by my home as I biked off to play with friends; my first great crested grebe, sailing serenely past as I tagged along in a crocodile of junior school pupils on a nature walk around the local gravel pits; and the most special of all, my first ever red kite – then a truly rare bird – soaring high overhead after we had searched the valleys of mid-Wales for three long and frustrating days.


Both of us came from families with no obvious interest in birds or wildlife. Brett’s long-suffering mother and father tolerated a range of household reptiles and amphibians including a python and, at one point, a captive adder which temporarily hospitalized him; while Stephen’s mother, a single parent doting on her only child, ferried him around Britain to the best places to see new birds, thus encouraging his interest without ever really sharing it.

Birding in those days wasn’t anything like as popular or mainstream as it is now. At school, we both benefited from meeting like-minded peers, who helped foster and share our interest and stop it petering out, as happens with so many young birders. At Brett’s school the ornithological society, which had been founded by Bill Oddie, helped him to focus his interest on different aspects of birding, especially identification and travel to new and exciting places. On Stephen’s very first day at grammar school he sat next to Daniel, who turned out to be the only other birder there:

Daniel’s family more or less adopted me and took us all around the country during school holidays, including some memorable visits to north Norfolk where we saw clouds of snow buntings and, on one early morning walk, stumbled across a rare great grey shrike on top of a thorn bush. By our teenage years we were going away on our own: cycling around southern England on trips to the New Forest and Dungeness, where we saw even more exotic and wonderful birds, including Ross’s gull, rough-legged buzzard and firecrest, to name just a few. Daniel and I remain close to this day.


We have many deep and special memories; not just of the birds, but also of the places we visited and the people we met. For birding is about far more than just the birds themselves: it is a way of life, and a way of connecting with the human as well as the natural world. We have also both been lucky enough to have been able to turn our hobby into work: Brett as a radio producer/presenter and writer, and Stephen as a writer and TV producer.

If you are new to birds and birding, this may seem rather daunting. After all, we were able to try things out, learn from our mistakes and gain experience and expertise over many years, whereas you may feel you need to learn everything at once.

It may sound like a cliché, but the more you learn about birds and wildlife as a whole, the more you realize you don’t know. That’s one of the great joys of natural history: none of us will ever run out of things to do and to experience. It really comes down to two things: seeing and hearing birds for yourself, in the field; and having an enquiring mind, always questioning both what you see for yourself and what others tell you.

By far the best – and satisfying and enjoyable – way of learning more about birds is to find a local patch. In an ideal world, this will be within a few minutes’ walk, cycle or drive of your home; have a range of mini-habitats, preferably including some water; and be small and self-contained enough to visit and cover thoroughly in an hour or less. That way you will visit little and often, and can get to know the birds that live there, and especially the changes they undergo from week to week, season to season and year to year.

Stephen was in his mid-thirties, and had been birding for more than three decades, when he found two local patches that transformed the way he watched birds:

Lonsdale Road Reservoir was a modest little nature reserve along the banks of the Thames in south-west London, while Kempton Park nature reserve was a few miles to the west. Over the course of a few years I visited these places a couple of times a week. Gradually I found myself getting more in tune with the subtle rhythms of nature: the changes of the seasons, the comings and goings of migrant birds such as sand martins and swallows, and the more familiar, resident species, including breeding lapwings and little ringed plovers. It was during that period that I first began to appreciate that common species can be just as exciting as rare ones; as a local patch-watcher I was always far more excited by the first willow warbler of the spring than the prospect of travelling hundreds of miles to see some obscure rarity with a crowd of twitchers.


A few years ago, Stephen and his family moved down to the Somerset Levels, a fabulous place for birds and other wildlife. He lives not all that far from the Avalon Marshes, a vast area of reclaimed wetland with an extraordinary range of species, including such exciting new arrivals as the great white egret and bittern. But to his surprise, he discovered a very different kind of local patch, much closer to home:

In 2010 I decided to spend a year just watching, enjoying and noting down the birds and other wildlife in my own country parish. I deliberately chose it because I knew I could experience nature there every single day – either in my own garden or by walking and cycling around the lanes and droves that criss-cross the village and its surroundings. Another reason was that I knew that nothing rare or unusual lives here, which forced me to look harder at common and familiar species, and what they do in their day-to-day lives.

I wrote up my experiences in my book Wild Hares and Hummingbirds, which deliberately mirrored the most famous literary work on nature in the English language, Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne. Focusing on the creatures on my doorstep helped me to learn a great deal more about the way nature works than if I had cast my net more widely. It also confirmed my long-standing belief that to understand the global you need to focus on the local; for however small or modest your local patch may be, it is a crucial part of the greater whole.

Stephen has spent the last eight years getting to know the wildlife of his parish and the surrounding area, but he is a mere beginner compared with Brett, who has spent more than half a lifetime getting to know his local patch:

For nearly forty years, I’ve been watching a rectangle of countryside about three kilometres by two kilometres at the extreme south-western tip of the West Midlands conurbation. It’s mostly anonymous farmland with a few copses, a section of the Staffordshire and Worcestershire Canal that shadows the silt-laden River Stour, and two small pools. In that time I’ve seen 144 species of birds in an area that isn’t exactly a rarity magnet. Here a reed warbler is more notable than a goshawk.

I was originally lured there by sewage. Up to the 1980s, the local sewage farm broadcast the slurry widely over large fields. Not only did this attract invertebrates, but in cold weather the warmth kept the ground free of ice. That combination made it attractive to wintering waders, and as a teenage birder I was soon spellbound by flocks of up to 250 snipe and nearly as many curlews probing for worms and grubs.

In the very harsh winter of 1979 one slurry patch lured in twenty-one wigeon, a pintail and a pink-footed goose, all exceptional birds for the area. One February day in 1976, when I was very much a beginner, two pale and elegant waders loitering near a cattle trough caught my eye and sent me scurrying for the field guides. Against all the rules, they appeared to be spotted redshanks, rare at the best of times, but especially in winter in the West Midlands. Those in the know were understandably sceptical, but spotted redshanks they turned out to be and finding them here cemented my links with this extraordinary place. Those redshanks were my first self-found rarities and working out their identity and having my observation published was an experience that nowadays would be trendily described as ‘empowering’.

Spurred on by my find, I deluged the West Midlands Bird Club with wads of records. The club’s annual reports gave me an idea of what to expect and what was locally noteworthy. Gradually the patch total began to mount.

There have been some exciting and unexpected moments. One April morning an Alpine swift scythed downriver. Marsh harrier and honey-buzzard have put in appearances and once three little buntings from Scandinavia turned up in a patch of crops planted as pheasant food, pulling in twitchers from as far afield as London.

But it’s not really about rarity. The excitement of ‘patchworking’ is that over the years, by keeping notes, you chart changes not just in your chosen area, but also across the UK. So through my notebooks I can now re-live the moment when I saw my first ravens and buzzards, part of their re-colonization of lowland Britain after centuries of persecution. Here too, though I didn’t know it when I wrote them, are my final entries for turtle dove, a bird that has now disappeared from much of the UK.

You also learn over the years to deal with loss. When I began birdwatching, one particular route took me along a green lane where grey partridges creaked and lapwings tumbled in spring. In summer the hedgerow trees jangled with corn buntings and chirping tree sparrows. All were so familiar I took them for granted, but now they are very rare or lost as breeding birds. Tree pipits, whinchats and wood warblers were all regular in the 1980s, but had gone by the turn of the century. On the credit side, however, hobbies, sparrowhawks and cormorants have increased and, unimaginable forty years ago, red kites float over at least annually. Along with the birds, new insects have moved in and polecats – unknown back in the 1970s – are now common.

The real benefits of patch visiting come as you get to know a place really well. That spot where the first celandine leaves come trowelling up through the soil each spring, the horse-paddock where migrant wheatears sprint after insects and the bend in the path where you know you’ll be snared by the musky reek of a fox-trail. It’s about letting go of our self-imposed rhythms and tapping into other non-human patterns out there. When this happens, it’s a revelation. Your perception of the seasons becomes defined by natural events such as the arrival of summer and winter migrants, birdsong and the buzz of insects, and as you observe more, your visits provoke new questions. Why do those blackbirds with dark bills become so obvious in late autumn? Where have the cuckoos gone? Why are barn owls more obvious in some years than in others?

There will be quiet days of course, but the more you see – or don’t see – the more questions arise and the more your curiosity will grow.

Getting to know birds and other wildlife on such an intimate basis as this – whether on your local patch or simply in your back garden – really does make you look at them in a different way. It’s not merely about identification or ticking off birds on lists. The real thrill is in discovering, as Thomas Hardy
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