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         Praise for Simon Barnes’s bestselling
 How to be a bad birdwatcher 
         
  
         
             

         

         “A witty, perceptive book, thoughtful, instructive  and full of simple wisdom.” Daily Mail
         

         
             

         
 
         “A delightful ode to the wild world outside the  kitchen window… A book which fills you with  that warm feeling that a shared love conquers all.”  Daily Telegraph
         

         
             

         
 
         “How to be a bad birdwatcher is a work of pure  enthusiasm for the cause of birds and us.  Unstuffily, democratically, this book tries to help  us derive good from things near at hand,  everywhere, and it succeeds.” The Spectator
         

         
             

         
 
         “Ultimately, like all polemical texts, How to be a  bad birdwatcher seeks to convert the reader to a  cause. It does so with considerable success, and  reveals that Barnes is neither a ‘good’ nor a ‘bad’  birdwatcher – simply a fulfilled and very lucky  man.” Stephen Moss, Evening Standard
         

         
             

         
 
         “An amiable mix of memoir, the merits of  binoculars, Charles Darwin, laughing gulls and  how watching birds compares with his day job  of watching England footballers.” The Observer
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            For WCB – with memories of coal tits, 
 Fullerborn’s longclaw and Pearson’s cisticola
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            Foreword

         
 
         A bad birdwatcher is me, a bad birdwatcher is you. A bad birdwatcher is anyone who looks at birds and feels a lift of the heart – but doesn’t have to do anything about it. If you don’t take accurate field notes; if you don’t keep a bird diary; if you are a mite hazy on the differences between a first winter lesser black-backed gull and a second winter herring gull; if you don’t know what a rachis is, still less a supercilium; if you don’t own a telescope; and above all, if you don’t keep lists, then you are a bad birdwatcher. That is to say, you are a bad birdwatcher if, despite not doing all these things, your heart still lifts at the sight of a good bird.
         
 
         Many bad birdwatchers own a book about the identification of birds, something called a field guide. Many don’t. And many of those that do own one don’t often open it. This is because a field guide, even the most generous and modest and straightforward, is a deeply intimidating object. It is too confusing. It contains too many birds. A bad birdwatcher simply doesn’t know where to start.
         
 
         Start here. Read this book, and be formally introduced to Britain’s most obvious birds. And I hope, as you begin to know these 50 birds, that you will begin to understand them. Understand what they are doing out there and why: why there are so many different species, why some are bold and some are shy, why some are fierce and some are fearful, why some are bright and some are dull, why some are loud and some are quiet, why some are common and some are rare. I hope that, by reading this book, you will begin to understand the meaning of birds; and to realise that this is the most perfect and beautiful way towards the beginning of an understanding of the meaning of life.
 
         And you can begin right now: by looking out of the window and seeing a bird. And feeling that lift of the heart.
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            1. Robin

         
 
         But what does a red breast mean to a robin?
 
         A red breast is not just the way a human can  recognise a robin when it comes a-calling, or when  it sits on a spade or a Christmas card. The red  breast is not just a bit of chance colouration. No:  the red breast is the core of the robin’s being. The  red breast is the love, the honour and the glory  of a robin.
 
         A robin is conspicuous because of its red breast.  Have you noticed that a robin positively flaunts it?  It is as if he is telling the world: “For God’s sake, I’m  a robin!”
 
         It is quite clear, then, that the red breast doesn’t  just have a meaning for a birdwatchers. It also has a   profound meaning for the bird. But he’s not talking  to birdwatchers. He’s talking to robins.
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            Robin
            
 
            Where to look: gardens, spade handles, Christmas cards
            
 
            When to look: all year
            
 
            What to look for: red breast
            
 
            What to listen for: thin, pretty song
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         And the red breast is how robins recognise each  other: for love and for war. Both sexes have the red  breast: both flaunt it. It can be a warning, it can be  a come-on. Its meaning is both simple and complex,  and at its heart is the statement: “I’m a robin!  Deal with it!”
         
 
         A robin stoked up to the eyeballs on the fevers  of spring will react strongly to almost anything red.  Robins have been observed attacking a bunch of red  feathers. Chris Mead, a great ornithologist, noted  robins displaying in response to his own spectacular  red beard.
 
         There is a 10 per cent chance that the robin who  sits on your spade is a murderer. Perhaps even a far  greater chance. Robins love to hold a territory, and  they will defend it ferociously. Serious punch-ups  involve pecking at eyes and legs. Robins can blind  each other; and an estimated ten per cent of fights  end up in death for one of the combatants.
 
         That is not a reason to start calling robins  vicious, or nasty. It is simply how robin society  works. They operate by robin ethics, not human  ethics. It is a tough world they live in, and only the  best of them get to hold territory, breed, and  produce young who will, in their turn, go on to breed. That, in brief, is the robin’s goal in life; and,  if you like, the goal of every other living thing on  this planet.
         
 
         Which is a pretty hefty conclusion to reach from  the red breast of the robin redbreast – but it is  inescapable. And the robin sings to further this  ambition. A bird mostly sings to hold a territory,  and most birds hold a territory only in spring when  they breed; at other times of the year they adopt  a different strategy. But the robin’s game plan is  to hold a territory throughout the year: a place  where he, or she, can feed and stay safe, and survive  throughout the hard weather.
 
         And they announce their ownership in song.  One of the joys of this, for us humans, is that it  means they sing throughout the year. In the cold  months, particularly at the end of the calendar year,  one of the few birds you will hear singing is the  robin: a sweet, thin, lisping song. Sentimentalists  like to think that the song becomes more and more  melancholy as the days grow darker.
 
         This, quite apart from anything else, provides a  perfect opportunity for a bad birdwatcher to learn  a new bird song: almost everything you hear from  late summer to Christmas will be a robin. Robins  then make their seasonal irruption onto Christmas  cards.
 
         Why are robins so Christmassy? Because postmen  – bringers of Christmas cards and presents –  used to wear red jackets, and were called redbreasts.  The uniform changes, but the bird still  fulfils his symbolic Christmas role: flaunting that  red breast against the snow, a gloriously encouraging  sign of life in the most forbidding possible  circumstances.
         
 
         Young robins don’t have red breasts, and so they  are often overlooked – by birdwatchers, and by  grown-up robins as well. That is a very smart move  on the young robins’ part. They don’t try to hold a  territory, they don’t seek to challenge any grownup,  all they want is a quiet life until they are old  enough, and brave enough, to want something  different. And then the red breast will come.
         
 
         A bird has its being in colour and sound, and this  is one of the many reasons why humans relate so  strongly to birds. Humans like robins for their  brightness, their redness, their cheerfulness, for the  wing-flicking, tail-twitching, chest-flaunting way  they seem all to be such characters, for their confiding  nature and the perky way they set about life.  Robins actively seek humans out, when they are  doing some robin-useful behaviour like digging.  Oddly, outside Britain, robins are skulking and  secretive birds, shy and seldom seen. Only in Britain do they have this flamboyant trust in  humans.
         
 
         Robins are the birds that every one knows. But  their lives are complex, passionate, violent, spectacular  – at times desperate and sometimes glorious.  When you see a robin, you see a red breast. But  you see also the leading character in a strange and  passionate drama.
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            2. Blackbird

         
 
         A lawn isn’t a lawn without a blackbird. It is one of  the great sights of the suburban spring: the grass cut  for the first time, the heart-lifting smell bringing  sudden promise of summer, and then the blackbird,  black as the blackest thing in the world, sleek and  glossy, banana-yellow beak, moving purposefully  about the lawn, fishing for worms. Look closely:  observe the yellow ring around the eye as well.
 
         Blackbirds are great garden birds: they love the  combination of open ground and cover that many  gardens provide. They also like the combination of  open ground and trees that is so beloved by municipal  parks – one of the few birds that does. That  is because they like best to feed on the ground: sometimes hopping, sometimes running, generally  in straight lines, with lots of little pauses.
         
 
         On a lawn, they will look for worms and yank  them out, pink and wriggling. They find them by  listening and by looking, standing still between  hops.
 
         Once it has found a worm, a foraging blackbird  is likely to stay in the same place for a while,  because when you’ve found one, you have quite  often found several. Blackbirds study the habits of  worms as if their lives depended on it; and for the  best of reasons.
 
         Blackbirds find human life reasonably agreeable,  and adapt well to the greener places that humans  live in. But they also do wild pretty well: they are  woodland birds that constantly forsake the trees to  feed on the ground. They can be noisy as they beak  and scrabble about in the leaf-litter; they can often  sound like a fairly chunky mammal bashing his way  through the undergrowth.
 
         The females are not black birds at all; they are  a discreet dead-leaf brown. That apparent injustice  works out well for the females: in territorial  disputes, males tend to chase other males. And  the young males look like females: a good move,  since this means older, tougher males won’t be  stimulated by the sight of a black, yellow-beaked rival and beat up the hapless youngster.
         
 
         The sight of a male blackbird – a black blackbird  – is part of British life. So is the sound, even if you  didn’t realise it in your conscious mind. The male  blackbird is one of the greatest singers you will ever  find; if you spent your life listening to birds all over  the world you would be hard pressed to find a  singer to compare to the blackbird.
 
         The song is relaxed, effortless, flowing: the bird  seems to be leaning against the wall with his hands  in his pockets as he whistles. Many of the notes are  flute-like and clear; but other bits are far more  complicated, with growly, scrapey notes that add a  disconcertingly modernist touch to an otherwise  traditionalist repertoire.
 
         Repertoire is the word all right, for blackbirds  love to invent, reinvent, change and develop their  songs. They continue to learn new songs throughout  their lives, stringing phrase after phrase  together in long, winding sentences.
         
 
         Why so? The experienced older blackbird –  that is to say, the blackbird with the most complicated  collection of songs – is tougher, better able to  function as a mate for the right hen, and better able  to deal with any intruding rival male; better, in  short, as a rearer of chicks. A long, complex song  says: “I’m gorgeous, I’m tough, I’m a blackbird’s blackbird. I’m the sort of blackbird that becomes an  ancestor – and you can’t get sexier than that.” Hear  two males sing at dawn from their opposed songposts  as if they are fighting a duel. Or sit out in  the evening in May, preferably with a nice drink,  and listen to the blackbirds. Raise your glass and  drink to blackbirds, to beauty, to life. Birdwatching  doesn’t get much better.
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            Blackbird
            
 
            Where to look: lawns,gateposts
            
 
            When to look: all year
            
 
            What to look for: black and more black, yellow beak
            
 
            What to listen for: laid-back fluting, mid to late spring 
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            3. Wren

         
 
         The wren is one of the smallest birds in Britain – and possibly the loudest. If it fails to be quite the  loudest, it’s not for lack of effort. Like a pugnacious  dwarf, the wren positively shouts at you. It is the  shortest bird in Europe, if you take into account  its traditional cocked-tail posture. They are astonishingly  small: nine centimetres long, 13 centimetres  wingspan. They are great skulkers and lurkers,  and yet everything about their character, as we  perceive it, is strong, feisty, bold and in-your-face.
         
 
         They adapt to human surroundings pretty well –  but then they adapt to just about everything pretty  well, except very hard weather. And even this  does not defeat them: the survivors will breed in huge numbers when the better weather comes  and make good the losses. They are extraordinarily  abundant little birds: you can find them on the  coast, up in the mountains; in woods and on  farmland, parks and gardens. All they insist on is a  decent amount of low vegetation. That thing about  lowness is important. You hardly ever need to  look up for a wren; you almost always have to look  down.
         
 
         Thickets, brambles, clumps, undergrowth,  tangles, and man-made stuff like hedges and  shrubberies too. They are fond of the shady places  behind sheds and greenhouses. They like it thick and  dense, and because they are so ridiculously small,  wrens can squeeze in and make a living where other  birds are disbarred because of their size. Wrens are  just about the best exploiters of the smallness niche  in Britain.
 
         They are not all that easy to see, so perhaps you  think it was mean of me to put them in the book so  early, before you’ve really warmed up. But they are  among the first birds you learn once you begin to  use your eyes and ears a bit more effectively. That’s  mostly because they are everywhere. Think small,  think low, think dense, and you have found your  wren. And think loud. An outburst, a positive  explosion of song from about knee height in a  hedge: you’ve found a wren. How does so small  a bird make such a racket? By putting absolutely  everything into it, its whole body literally quivering  with effort.
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            Wren
            

            Where to look: tangled undergrowth, low down
            

            When to look: all year
            

            What to look for: tiny, tawny bird, cocky tail
            

            What to listen for: astonishing volume
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         Just about every outburst ends in a trill – prolonged  and incredibly emphatic. A wren may be a  lurker, but it is not the least bit shy. A male wren is  likely to sing at any time in the year – not as consistently  as a robin, but any nice sunny day in autumn  and winter will encourage a roaring, cacophonous  trill-ending song.
         
 
         A wren is not a great deal to look at, but what  there is is full of character: bright eye picked out  by a strong, pale eye-stripe; unmistakable cocky  tail. A wren feeding is creeping, mouse-like,  making its living by sneaking about in thickets after  insects, especially beetles, and they are also keen on  spiders. Their main tool is a relatively long beak:  they will turn over leaves and stones in a busy, restless  search for enough little beasts to fill their tiny  but highly demanding stomachs.
         
 
         Wrens are also capable of explosive ticking  sounds. Before I learned the call – all you really  have to do here is learn the volume – I remember  searching a decent-sized copse that was filled with  this huge sound. I thought I had to be onto something  pretty big and seriously impressive. It was some time before I discovered that it was something  extremely small and very impressive indeed. And  they can be pugnacious birds, to other wrens and to  other small birds: you’d fancy them to pick a fight  with anything. They are wonderfully indomitable –  adaptable, clamorous, vehement – tiny birds with a  quite colossal presence.
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            4. Chaffinch

         
 
         If chaffinches were rare they would be prized above  Siberian rubythroats and red-flanked bluetails. The  cock chaffinch in spring is as stunning a little bird as  you can see anywhere in the world; and you can see  him more or less any time you want to.
 
         They are common birds. That sounds rather disparaging,  I know. Actually, the chaffinch’s commonness  is a tribute to its knack of fitting in to a lot of  different circumstances. It should be prized for its  commonness, not reviled for it.
         
 
         The cock is outrageous. Admire him: a cap of  more or less Wedgwood blue, conker-brown back,  and a breast of the tartiest pink any designer could  come up with. The male spring bird is the sexiest thing on two legs, and he is not bashful about it,  either.
         
 
         In winter the males have the same colour  scheme, but in much better taste: muted, subtle,  colour-coordinated, a bird you could introduce  anywhere. The young and the females are much  quieter: roughly speaking, a monochrome version  of the for-God’s-sake-look-at-me male. The easiest  way to recognise them is if they are standing next to  a male.
 
         But all chaffinches give themselves away in  flight. One of the great things you learn, the more  you birdwatch, is how to recognise birds from bad  sightings. Chaffinches are great birds to train you in  that art, because they look so distinctive when they  are flying away from you.
 
         From the back, feeding on the ground, when not  in clear view, the birds, even the males, can look  quite a lot like any other little bird. But when they  fly, they explode into a black and white pattern –  not exactly black and white, but the white bits stand  out quite startlingly from the drabber background  colour. Look for two bars on the wing: a big white  patch on, if you like, the shoulder, and a second  stripe lower down. The outer tail feathers are white  as well. They are very nice birds to get the hang of.  They do their best to make it easy for you and they should be respected for that, I think.
         
 
         They are finches, different from the birds we  have met already. They are called finches because  the chaffinch has a bright cheery call that sounds  like “Finch! Finch!” The song, which you are only  likely to hear in spring, is loud and distinctive –  gathering pace and reaching a neat little climax.  Some say that it sounds like a fast bowler’s run-up  and delivery stride.
 
         Look at the bill. It is noticeably different from  the bill of a robin or a wren, which is slim and delicate.  Compared to those, a chaffinch’s beak – any  finch’s beak – looks like a pair of nut-crackers, and  for the best of reasons. A finch’s speciality is seeds;  and it opens them with a stout bill, a strong tongue  and powerful jaw muscles.
         
 
         Beaks are things to pay attention to. As we move  on through the book, we will see more and more  different kinds of beaks: spears, meat-hooks,  fish-gaffes, chisels, lawnmowers, razors, tweezers  and cleavers. The beak is made from stuff called  keratin, which is also found in the skin of mammals  (like ourselves). Beaks, claws and feathers all use  keratin. It is wonderfully versatile stuff, and the  forces of evolution can mould it like putty. The fine  little probe of a robin’s beak and the ludicrous  Dutch clog of a shoebill’s bill are made of the same stuff and shaped by the same forces.
         
 
         And the finch’s beak is a perfect example of the  versatility of keratin, of beaks, of birds. A beak is  the bird’s hand, if you like, and a toolkit as well: a  crucial part of how it makes its way in the world.
 
         Finches have their nutcrackers, and that is  something that frees them from the difficult task of  finding insects in hard weather. They eat invertebrates  in the spring and the summer – juicy green  caterpillars when they can get them – and they  mostly feed in trees; but when it gets colder, they  look for seeds on the ground. Their tough little  beaks enable them to reach the hefty chunk of  protein you find inside a seedcase.
         
 
         You can find chaffinches on the ground by birdfeeders:  they don’t have the acrobatic habit and  inclination to use them properly, but they are not  averse to picking up scraps released by the scramblers  and climbers. They are common because they  are effective and adaptable birds; and there is no  prettier bird than a chaffinch in this, or any other,  bird-book: common birds with a rare beauty.
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            Chaffinch
            

            Where to look: low branches, beneath bird-feeders
            

            When to look: all year
            

            What to look for: blue hat, double white wing bar
            

            What to listen for: finch!
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            5. Thrush

         
 
         Well, there are five thrushes that you can see  regularly in this country: that is to say, five birds  whose scientific name amusingly begins with the  word Turdus. We have already dealt with one, in fact  – the blackbird is Turdus merula.
         
 
         But we generally think of thrushes as the  browny, speckly-breasted birds we see hopping  about on the grass. There are two of these on the  likely-to-see list: mistle thrush and song thrush.  And the one you are more likely to see in a garden  is song thrush. If it flies high to the treetops, it’s a  mistle, if it flits away to the nearest hedge, it’s a  song. The song thrush is smaller, and appreciates  good cover. If you see a bird feeding in loads of open space, like the middle of a playing-field, it is  probably a mistle thrush. If it is under a bush in your  garden, it is more likely to be a song thrush.
         
 
         The mistle thrush is big, chunky, and hops in a  bold, rather in-your-face way. The song thrush gives  an altogether less obstreperous vibe. In wildish  places, like countryside and woodland, they are not  terribly easy to see; but in gardens, they can be  almost as trusting as robins, though without the  robin’s apparent matiness.
 
         They eat mainly small invertebrates, worms  especially, and are famously talented as escargot  gourmets: they will catch snails and then get rid of  the shells by bashing them against a stone. Thrushes  have favourite anvil stones for this tricky task, and  will return to them again and again. They are the  only British bird that does this, so if you see a bird  beating a snail to death, you don’t have to spend  hours thumbing through your field guide to get an  identification. You might hear it in action first – a  curiously slapping, lip-smacking sound.
 
         Thrushes also take fruit and berries when they  are available; you can often see them pecking at  windfalls beneath apple trees, and if you put some  bits of fruit out beneath – rather than on – your  bird-table, you have every chance of getting a visit  from a song thrush.
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            Song thrush
            
 
            Where to look: lawns, ground near cover
            
 
            When to look: all year
            
 
            What to look for: speckled breast
            
 
            What to listen for: repeating song in spring, smack of snail against stone
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          But why are they called song thrushes? All  thrushes sing – what is so special about the song of  the song thrush? The song thrush has a truly exceptional  talent. It is wonderfully loud. It is also an  extremely easy song to get the hang of. A song  thrush loves, above all things, repetition. So if, in  spring, you hear a bird that sings the same loud,  ringing phrase, and then repeats it two or three  times, you have a song thrush. Browning got it  right:
         
 
         
            
               That’s the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over,
               
 
               Lest you think he never could recapture
               
 
               The first fine careless rapture!
               

            

         
 
         They will pick a phrase, sometimes sweet and  fluty, sometimes big and operatic, sometimes  harsh, grating and more challenging. And they will  then give it to you again. Sometimes, if they especially  like it, they will let it rip four or five times.
 
         The phrases have any number of variations and  thrushes also love to mimic. They aren’t, generally,  precise mimics: they take an original idea and turn  it into a song of their own. They are the jazz musicians  of suburbia. They mimic other birds, of  course, but often, they will bring non-bird sounds  into their repeating improvisations. Occasionally they can be found imitating Trimphones, the warbling “modernistic” telephone of the 60s. I have heard recordings of a song thrush imitating a shepherd whistling to his dog, and of another imitating a lawnmower. Thrushes are inventive and experimental musicians, and the more inventive they are, the sexier they are.
         
 
         I’d better run through the other obvious thrushes while we are here. The mistle thrush, chunkier as I say, tends to fly high; a song thrush generally flies lower. A mistle thrush has very noticeable white underwings – white armpits if you prefer. Mistle thrushes are fearless birds, and when their nest is threatened by a magpie, they will charge at him with mad football-rattle threat-calls. Their song, often described as “wild and skirling” is a special joy because it comes so early in the year: they are real harbingers of spring.
         
 
         The blackbird we have already dealt with. The other two species of Turdus are generally seen in the winter, coming to us from further north. British winters are something we complain about, but they are balmy for a bird that summers in Scandinavia. You can see fieldfares in big flocks in open fields: they have black tails and make a pleasing triple-cluck as they fly by. Redwings also like open spaces and go about in flocks. They are a good brick-red colour just below the wing when it is closed, but the red extends up to the armpit when they fly. They also have a distinctive eyebrow, and are more striped than spotted underneath.
         
 
         The song thrush is, apart from the blackbird, the most easy thrush to see. And that song – I implore you to listen for that song.
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