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Introduction to Starlings


To most people he is a black bird, but to the cultivated eye of the ornithologist he is much more.

W. Percival Westell, British Bird Life (1908)



Like most people, I tend to overlook starlings, especially when they are on their own or in small groups. But if I do stop for a moment, and take a closer look, I’m struck by what a remarkable bird this is. An individual starling exudes a quiet confidence, as if it at ease with itself, which I rather admire.

Yet we are so mesmerised by the sheer spectacle of those starling murmurations that it is very easy to overlook the bird itself. So let’s take a closer look.

The common starling – whose scientific name Sturnus vulgaris translates as exactly that – is a fairly plump, short-tailed, medium-sized passerine (the group that makes up more than half of all the world’s bird species). At 20–21 cm (about 8 inches) long, and weighing roughly 80 grams – less than 3 ounces – an adult starling is noticeably larger and heavier than a house sparrow, but slightly smaller, though marginally heavier, than a song thrush.

Whenever I see a starling, even in silhouette, I can always tell what it is. Whether on the ground or in flight, starlings appear rather stocky and well-built, with triangular wings, about twice as long as their rather short tail, and that distinctive long, pointed bill; overall, their appearance has an almost gothic feel.

In autumn and winter, when starlings moult into their non-breeding plumage, their breast, belly and back are flecked with small white markings – is it perhaps too fanciful to wonder if these star-like speckles gave the bird its name? But in spring and summer these are far less prominent, because as the bird’s feathers begin to wear, these paler markings are harder to see. Whenever I see starlings at this time of year I am struck by their smoother, glossier, darker and more iridescent hue – not quite as impressive as the glossy starlings I have seen in Africa, but very handsome, nonetheless.
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If I am watching from a distance, or in poor light, starlings do appear very dark – indeed, almost black, as the popular Edwardian nature writer W. Percival Westell astutely observed. But when I get closer I can usually see an almost metallic sheen on their plumage. Especially when the bird turns to face towards the light, shades of purple, green and brown are reflected back at me, like a wafer-thin layer of oil across a puddle.
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In spring and summer an adult starling’s legs are a striking bubblegum pink (they turn brownish in autumn and winter), while the bill is a custard yellow, fading to a very dark brown outside the breeding season. And although I have to look quite hard to see this, during the spring and summer the base of the male’s bill turns a subtle shade of pale blue, while that of the female is an even paler pink.

The species’ other name, European starling, reflects the fact that it breeds across virtually the whole of mainland Europe, from well inside the Arctic Circle, at Varangerfjord in the far north of Norway, all the way south to Greece – with the notable exception of most of the Iberian Peninsula, where it is replaced by its close relative the spotless starling (see page 29).
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Starlings also breed from the Azores in the west, in the coastal regions of North Africa, and further eastwards, across much of central Asia, to Pakistan, India, Nepal and Mongolia. In the milder southern and western parts of the species’ European range they are mainly sedentary. But like other songbird species, birds breeding farther north and east head south-west in late summer and autumn, to places with a more benevolent winter climate – including the British Isles.

The starling has been introduced – sometimes accidentally, but often quite deliberately – from its native home in Europe and western Asia to many other parts of the world. It can now be found in Australia and New Zealand, South Africa, the Pacific island nation of Fiji and, most notoriously of all, North America, where it has become a major agricultural pest.

The starling’s large natural range, together with those non-native birds’ success in colonising very different climatic zones, shows just how adaptable it is. Only the house sparrow rivals the starling in its ability not just to survive, but thrive, in such a wide array of geographical locations around the world.

This adaptability might serve the starling well in the future, as A Climatic Atlas of European Breeding Birds (2007) reveals. The authors’ computer modelling for the effects of the climate crisis suggests that in future the starling might no longer be able to breed successfully in the southernmost parts of its European range, owing to much hotter and drier summers. However, it is likely to be able to colonise new regions as far north as Svalbard. At a latitude of 78 degrees North, this is as far away from London as Western Sahara is to the south. However, this modelling does not consider the potentially negative effects of climate change across the central part of the starling’s range – especially summer droughts, which can dramatically reduce the food available for both breeding birds and their offspring.

The key reason for the success of our starling, both in its natural range and in places where it has been introduced, was an ancestral change in diet, which led to the species being able to exploit a far wider range of habitats and geographical locations than its ancestors.

Many other members of its family – especially those living in tropical forests – have a far more specialised diet, feeding mainly on fruit. This has led to a largely arboreal existence: these birds spend most of their lives in trees. However, at some point in the family’s evolutionary history, one of the common starling’s ancestors dropped down to the ground, and began feeding on insects and other invertebrates, as well as on fruits and berries.

This more varied diet in turn led to major changes in the bird’s anatomy and morphology: its form and body structure. Of these perhaps the most important factor in the species’ future success was the bill, which became larger and stronger, to enable the starling to probe deeper into the ground and feed on insects and other soil-dwelling invertebrates.

A further advantage to this new diet was that starlings could continue to feed on dormant invertebrates during the autumn and winter months. Unlike other insectivorous birds such as swallows, warblers and flycatchers, which must head south in autumn when food becomes scarce, they were now able to stay put, rather than risking a long and arduous migration.

This allowed the species to spread westwards, into the temperate regions of western Asia and Europe. And, as the migration scientist Peter Berthold has pointed out, it also meant that as a largely resident species the common starling could start nesting earlier than its migratory counterparts and, across much of its range, raise two broods of young each breeding season.
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However, the biggest factor in the starling’s expansion of range and rise in numbers, just as with the house sparrow, was a seismic change in human behaviour 12,000 years or so ago. From a previously nomadic, hunter-gatherer existence, there was a wholesale switch to a more settled way of life, facilitated by the cultivation of crops and the domestication of livestock.

Over the next few millennia those early farmers cut down woods and forests and built permanent settlements – what would eventually become the same villages, towns and cities where the starling lives alongside us today. Our homes, barns and other buildings provided new opportunities for the birds to make their nests; meanwhile, the growing and harvesting of crops such as wheat and barley, and the raising of farm animals such as cattle, sheep and pigs, delivered two abundant new sources of food, in the form of spilt grain and insects.

Today, when we watch a flock of starlings marching across a grassy field like a conquering army, we are witnessing a relatively recent change in the species’ behaviour. This is also what ultimately led to their global success. As Chris Feare concludes, the main beneficiary from this historic change was not us, but the starling:
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Man and his agriculture have … clearly been instrumental in opening up a large area of the globe to the starling, and the relationship between these two species has been close … I described this relationship as commensal, rather than symbiotic, [although] we shall see that the relationship does tend to favour the starling at man’s expense.



Like many other globally common and widespread species, the common starling has evolved into a dozen different races (subspecies), each of which varies slightly in plumage and measurements from the others. These are mostly found on the outer limits of the starling’s range, including the Faroe Islands in the north, the Azores in the west, and Crimea, eastern Turkey, Afghanistan, Kashmir, Nepal and Pakistan to the east.

The nominate race we see in Britain, Sturnus vulgaris vulgaris, is by far the most common and widespread, and found throughout most of Europe. This includes Iceland (where it started breeding as recently as the mid-1930s, and is one of a handful of breeding songbirds), and the Canary Islands.

From a British viewpoint, the most familiar race (apart from vulgaris) is the subspecies zetlandicus, found on the Shetland Isles. I have watched flocks of these birds in midsummer, at the ancient settlement of Jarlshof, towards the southern end of the Shetland archipelago. Here, as in the rest of the Northern and Western Isles, starlings nest not in trees, but in nooks and crannies, including the grey stone walls of its ancient, ruined buildings, for reasons noted in The Handbook of British Birds (1940):


Owing to absence of trees, breeds usually in recesses in sea-cliffs, also under boulders on shore, holes in walls of any kind and frequently in rabbit, rat or other holes in ground, as well as in stone heaps and peat stacks.



Their secretive nesting behaviour also differs from the brash, noisy starlings on the mainland, according to a note in British Birds magazine by Donald Cross, mentioned by David Bannerman in his epic, twelve-volume The Birds of the British Isles (1953):


Another noteworthy characteristic of Shetland starlings is the way they avoid showing themselves during laying and incubation … Prior to hatching, Mr Cross states that it is possible to watch a particular inlet in the cliffs where a dozen or more pairs are known to be nesting, and to see no sign of any birds even after watching the entrance holes for hours.



While the adults of the Shetland race appear very similar to the ones we see on the British mainland (although they do have slightly longer wings and a broader bill), the youngsters I saw looked very different to me: they were noticeably darker in colour, and indeed at a distance appeared almost black.

Starlings found on nearby Fair Isle, located halfway between Shetland and Orkney, and also those on the Hebrides appear to be intermediate between the Shetland and nominate races – the young are also very dark compared with birds on the British mainland – and may possibly have originally evolved as hybrids between the two.

Apart from the common starling, only two other members of its large and varied family are found in Europe. As both its English and scientific names suggest, the spotless starling, Sturnus unicolor, lacks its commoner cousin’s white spots, and remains a dark, glossy colour all year round. It also has longer feathers on its throat, which are surprisingly noticeable when the male sings.

The spotless starling has a very restricted world range, centred on the western Mediterranean, with its main strongholds in Spain, Portugal and north-west Africa. It can also be seen on the islands of Corsica, Sardinia and Sicily, yet not, oddly, the Balearic Islands, which lie in between these two regions.

Since the early 1980s (soon after the common starling spread westwards into the Iberian peninsula, so the ranges of the two species now overlap) the spotless starling has also spread slowly north-eastwards, into the far south-west corner of mainland France. On a visit there a decade or so ago, I watched a small flock of these birds feeding beside the beach, at a holiday resort on the Med. At first I thought they were just common starlings, but as they took off the glossy, almost-black appearance was obvious.

In February 1998, a vagrant spotless starling was reported from the Isles of Scilly, initially attracting hordes of excited twitchers keen to bag what would have been the very first record for Britain. To their dismay and frustration, however, a close analysis of photographs suggested that the bird was simply an unusually dark and rather glossy common starling, lacking the usual white spots.

To date, therefore, this species has not officially occurred in the wild in Britain, although it has since been claimed (also unsuccessfully) in the Netherlands. And unlike other species such as egrets and even bee-eaters, which have rapidly shifted their range north as a result of climate change, the spotless starling is very sedentary in its habits, so is likely to stay put.

That certainly doesn’t apply to the other European species, the rosy (or rose-coloured) starling, which is far more nomadic. As its name suggests, the adult rosy starling is a strikingly attractive bird, with a pale pink breast, belly and mantle, strongly contrasting with its dark head, neck, wings and tail. Juvenile birds are similar to, although noticeably paler than, young common starlings. Incidentally, older bird books often refer to the species as the ‘rosy pastor’, from the scientific name Pastor roseus – presumably a reference to its habit of feeding alongside sheep. This distinctive species is a characteristic breeding bird of the plains of eastern Europe, and the wide-open grassy steppes of west and central Asia, where it nests in huge colonies, sometimes numbering in the tens of thousands.

The rosy starling’s colonial breeding habits have led to it being encouraged as a natural pest controller, especially in China’s north-western province of Xinjiang, to try to reduce the use of expensive and polluting insecticides. The birds were helped by the provision of artificial nests, but ironically so many starlings flocked to the area that there were no longer enough locusts for the birds to feed on, and whole broods of young starlings died even before fledging.
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Rosy starlings generally migrate south and east, to spend the winter months in Arabia and India. However, this is what scientists call an irruptive species, which means that after the breeding season is over, in mid-to-late summer, the birds are prone to long-distance wanderings in search of food. This may bring them westwards towards our shores, where they often join forces with flocks of their commoner relative.

Surprisingly, perhaps, the first British record of rosy starlings was in London, some time in the early decades of the eighteenth century. Shot in Norwood (it is not clear whether this is the district of south London or the one near Ealing), the bird was stuffed and then put on display for customers of a Chelsea coffee house. In the two centuries since then, there have been only another ten London records of this scarce and attractive species.
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Although rosy starlings usually arrive in Britain during late summer or early autumn, they do sometimes stay around for longer. A couple of Christmases ago I headed over to the village of Wiveliscombe in west Somerset, where a juvenile rosy starling – just beginning to moult into its adult garb, and so looking rather tatty – had been present for a week or so. It perched, incongruously, on solar panels covering the roof of a modern house at the edge of the village, and gave me brief but good views, before it flew off to feed with a flock of common starlings.

Few British birds are quite as paradoxical as the starling. The bird itself is not necessarily contradictory, but our attitudes towards it certainly are. As Bill Oddie wryly observed, while waiting for a huge murmuration of starlings to come to roost, the starling is


probably not most people’s favourite bird … a bit of a bully on the bird table, always squitting on precious government buildings and, be honest, not the most mellifluous of singers …



Typically, of course, Bill was playing devil’s advocate; he actually loves and admires starlings. As does Chris Feare, who freely confesses in his monograph, The Starling, that he considers the starling to be ‘beautiful’; yet at the same time quotes an unnamed friend who described it as ‘the second-hand car salesman of the bird world’.

Others see the starling as the avian equivalent of a loudmouthed spiv, a football hooligan or, as Bill Oddie alluded, a bird-table bully. That verdict certainly chimes with what many people feel when a large flock of these brash, noisy birds suddenly materialises outside their kitchen window, scaring all the smaller species away.

Such a negative reputation is the fate of many common and widespread birds, especially those that, like starlings, tend to gather in large, noisy flocks. Perhaps this is because we find them disturbing and (as in Daphne du Maurier’s short story and Alfred Hitchcock’s film The Birds) even rather frightening. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the engraver and author Thomas Bewick was commenting on the species’ ubiquity:


Few birds are more generally known than the starling, it being an inhabitant of almost every climate; and as it is easily trained in a state of captivity, its habits have been more frequently observed than those of most other birds.



In North America, where the starling is now also ubiquitous, the authors of the seminal A History of North American Birds describe it as ‘handsome in plumage and of graceful shape’. However, a closer look reveals that the book was first published in 1874, and only included the starling because it was an ‘occasional and rare visitant to Greenland’. Having been introduced to North America soon afterwards (see Chapter 6), nowadays starlings often provoke hostility, and have been roundly condemned as ‘destructive interlopers from across the pond’. As in Britain, they have also been killed in huge numbers in (often fruitless) attempts to protect crops and livestock production.

Yet this species was not always regarded in quite such an unfavourable light. William Yarrell and William MacGillivray – two nineteenth-century ornithologists who agreed on very little else – both praised the starling, MacGillivray indeed describing it as ‘one of our most beautiful native birds’, while Yarrell was even more effusive: ‘The starling is one of our handsomest birds … intelligent and sprightly, with a retentive memory, and great flexibility of voice.’

In The Birds of Somersetshire (1869), Cecil Smith perceptively pointed out that our response to the starling tends to depend on how good a view we get:


The starling is a beautiful bird when seen close, in consequence of the glossy metallic tints with which its whole plumage is shot, though at a little distance it appears to be a dark, commonplace-looking bird.



But it takes a poet’s eye to truly capture the quirky combination of characteristics that turns the starling from just another ‘little brown job’ into an object of real beauty. The twentieth-century Scottish poet Norman MacCaig, whose rare combination of acute observation and forensically accurate language made him a worthy successor to John Clare, wrote frequently about starlings.

MacCaig’s concentration on particular aspects of their appearance, movement or behaviour leads him in ‘Starlings’, written in 1967, to compare them to ‘a congregation of mediaeval scholars quarrelling in several languages’, while in his 1980 poem ‘Starling on a Green Lawn’ he notes how the colour of their plumage alters as they move in relation to the light:


He angles himself to the sun and his blackness

Becomes something fallen from a stained-glass window.



But what captivated MacCaig most about starlings was their movement: that jaunty jerkiness as the bird moves systematically across the short turf of a park or garden lawn in search of food:


He makes such a business of going somewhere

he’s like a hopping with a bird in it.



Its movement is certainly one of the starling’s most distinctive characteristics, whether on the ground or in the air, as the ornithologist Bernard Tucker notes so precisely in The Handbook:


On ground bustling activity and quick, jerky walk are characteristic; also runs and, less frequently, hops. Flight swift and direct, with rapidly moving wings … varied by glides with wings extended; but when hawking for high-flying insects adopts distinct wheeling and gliding action recalling swallow.



Sadly, birders often ignore starlings, at least away from those memorable murmurations. It is all too easy to focus on rarer and more obviously exciting birds, like avocets or ospreys, while overlooking the commoner ones – those we come across almost every
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