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  INTRODUCTION


  In the most inhospitable places on earth we find birds: sailors tossing on the lonely, stormy seas see ocean birds following their ships; antarctic explorers were met by upright, curiously formal penguins, clustering round to see who had arrived on their bleak ice floes; in the middle of the most arid deserts sand grouse nest, flying miles to soak their feathers with water to bring back for their thirsty young; high above the tree line on craggy mountains there are birds; in the long darkness of sleepless nights we hear owls hunting.


  It is hard to imagine a place in the world without birds. Indeed a world without birds would be hell itself. In the Sixth Book of The Aeneid Virgil wrote, “The descent into Hell is easy” (“Facilis descensus Averno”). The word for hell, “Averno,” means “a place without birds,” from the Greek a “without,” and ornis, “bird.” Avernus, the entrance to hell, was a toxic Italian lake, the fumes from which were said to kill all birds.


  “All birds are called Birds,” claims a medieval bestiary, “but there are a lot of them . . . there are so many sorts . . . that it is not possible to learn every one.” How true for most of us this still is. Even with binoculars, books and cameras, the names of birds still elude us. Not only is it hard to distinguish one bird from another, but the names themselves are confusing. Speaking for myself, I found that birds were not like flowers, whose names had become familiar to me with my first book, and anyway seemed easier to learn. Flowers stay put to be identified, but birds fly away far too quickly. The flash in the bushes too often disappeared long before I could get my glasses adjusted, and sometimes when I had a bird and its name nicely sorted I then found it had been reclassified and I had to start again! Real birders (or twitchers as they are called in Britain) love this challenge, and make lists of birds they have seen and identified, the rarer the better. They travel for miles, squat in muddy bogs, tear their clothes in briars and rise at unwelcoming hours, when the rest of us are sybaritically turning over in bed, or lazily making toast and watching what we glibly call “sparrows,” “thrushes,” and “robins” around our bird feeders.


  “A robin is a robin, is a robin,” we faintly gasp when confronted with a World Checklist of scientific bird names, or a knowledgeable birder in a bog. But we do need to know a little more, if only because robins in America and in Britain are entirely different birds. Blackbirds, orioles, sparrows, warblers, to name only some, refer to different birds in different places.


  In America, many birds were named by early naturalists, often European, who sometimes called them after similar birds back home. Mark Catesby, an English naturalist who explored the southern states in the early eighteenth century, wrote that “Very few of the Birds having Names consigned to them . . . except some which had Indian Names, I have call’d them after European birds.” Catesby would have caused less confusion and fewer ornithological headaches if he had taken notice of the names used by the “Indians.” Some of the headaches have been shared by me as I have tried to unravel these confusions.


  It’s a pity if confusion with names puts us off and lessens our enjoyment of some of the loveliest creatures on earth. People can, and always have, enjoyed birds without knowing much about them. On the other hand, to name something can be to understand it a little better. “To know one thing from another,” wrote Linnaeus, “permanent distinct names must be given . . . recorded and remembered.” In 1753 he began sorting the names of plants, animals and birds, and we have been using his system ever since. But Linnaeus would not have wanted us to tremble at the thought of names, for he was trying to simplify, not complicate the system. Latin was the common language of his time, used by scientists to write to one another. Linnaeus himself refused to learn any contemporary European language but his native Swedish, and he couldn’t have envisaged a time when all naturalists didn’t speak Latin.


  All scientific names are Latinized, even if their origins are Greek or from the names of places or people. Linnaeus’s new system gave each creature, and plant, two names, that of its genus (or kind), and that of its species (or individual characteristic). Before that, scientific names were long and descriptive. Even if we find our present system hard, using only two (or sometimes three) names, was a great improvement. Linnaeus grouped genera into families, and families into orders. An order (or group of families) always has a name ending in the suffix “-iformes,” and a family name always ends with the suffix “-idae.” The name of the genus is a noun (capitalized), followed by the name of the species, an adjective (not capitalized). Birds are also grouped into subfamilies, tribes and qualifying specific names, but I have tried to avoid these and keep scientific names as simple as possible.


  We aren’t helped by taxonomists changing names, because a bird can be reclassified and renamed if it is found to belong to a different group than previously thought. In our era of DNA testing, this happens rather often. It is of small comfort to know that otherwise the accepted name is the one given by Linnaeus in January 1758, or the first name recorded after that date, even if this name seems inappropriate or was misspelled.


  Understanding bird names is a combination of ornithology, taxonomy, and etymology, all professional fields, and none of them my own. Nor can I hope to touch on more than a few birds in one short book. But looking at names, at how birds were called in the past and why, connects us to our close relationship with them. Birds have been part of our lives since the beginning of human time. Some of the earliest Egyptian and Persian gods were in the form of birds. Greek gods were shaped like humans, but sometimes even they turned into birds to lure or punish mortals with whom they were so reassuringly intimate.


  Part of this fascination with birds was the ability (of most of them) to fly, toward where we thought heaven might be. If, like Icarus, we fell, it was not because of inadequate wings, but because of our inadequate attachment of them. Our angels (unless they are “fallen angels”), still have the feathery wings of birds, not the wings of bats or beetles. It doesn’t seem to bother us that the wings attached to their shoulders couldn’t possibly get them airborne. For angels lack the powerful muscles attached to a deep-keeled breastbone, which birds developed in order to fly, and angels don’t, as far as I know, have the light, toothless jaws or hollow bones of birds. If they have human voice boxes, our angels could never sing like birds either. Birds make their music in a voice box (or syrinx) placed much lower than ours, where the bronchial tubes divide. Unlike humans, birds can vary their song by taking in air from two directions rather than one. Perhaps that’s why our angels are often equipped with harps and lutes.


  Not all birds fly or sing sweetly either, but a bird is differentiated from other creatures because it has feathers. Feathers are evolutionary miracles, and nothing we can invent equals them. They are strong and stiff enough to resist air pressure (and be used by us as pens), warm enough to keep penguins cozy in the antarctic (and soft enough to pillow the heads of human potentates).


  Birds have been used (and abused) by us as far back as we know. They were eaten, they were kept in cages for their songs, their feathers were used for warmth and decoration. Their ways were used to guide us too. The Greeks knew that when swallows arrived, spring was near. The Vikings loosed birds from their ships and followed the direction in which they flew to find new lands. The Romans used birds to help them make decisions, by dividing the sky into quarters and watching how birds flew across. This practice was called augury, and gave us the word “auspice,” from the Latin aves specere, “to watch birds.” Nowadays we are apt to rely more on computer projections to predict our future, but these results are sometimes dismissed as “for the birds.”


  Birds are in our language, whether we know it or not. In the old days, horse droppings on the streets were only good “for the birds” (usually sparrows) to eat. When we “hoodwink” someone we are using a term to describe sealing the eyes of a hunting bird to keep it docile. When we do something with “panache” we are being jaunty, as if wearing a feather (Latin pinnaculum) on our hat. When we are “ravenous” we will, like a raven, eat anything.


  It was always true that I loved words and birds. But the study of birds is the sole occupation of many people, and I never could hope to have their expertise. To write about birds was, for me, bold indeed. My greatest encouragement came from a letter written by Alexander Wilson to the famous naturalist William Bartram. Wilson came to America from Scotland at the end of the nineteenth century. He was a weaver, a poet and a political reformist. Soon after his arrival he decided he was a “wretch separate from the great chain of nature,” and he began to study American birds, even though he knew nothing about them. Wilson sent Bartram a descriptive list of birds, asking him to “Be pleased to mark the Names of each with a pencil as except 3 or 4 I dont know any of them.” From these three or four names, Wilson eventually went on to write the first, and one of the most comprehensive books on American birds ever. It is not now an ultimate authority, but it is still useful today, and wonderfully readable. Wilson went out into the field himself to observe and collect his own information. Naturalists like him were called “field” as opposed to “closet” (or “cabinet”) naturalists, who were sent specimens to classify but didn’t venture into the wild. Ornithologists today expect to go out and study birds for themselves.


  I confess to being a “closet naturalist.” I do not struggle through thorny mires at dawn to spot an unknown bird, and if you were to ask me to identify a bird I might pretend to have lost my spectacles. Lists still frighten me, and I confuse Latin names. But for all my ignorance, birds are in my blood now, in a way they never could have been before I began this book, and I look at them anew.


  I always knew what a curlew looked like, but had never seen one. Last year I saw a curlew in Scotland, and I felt my world had changed forever. I wanted nothing more than that curlews should be on the moors forever. Like all passions, my love is now tinged with a fear of loss. When I knew birds less, I didn’t worry much about whether they had enough space to live in the world along with us. The more I came to know them, the more I valued these wondrous creatures. Emily Dickinson wrote about these only feathered beings that we know:


  “Hope” is the thing with feathers


  That perches in the soul


  And sings the tune without the words


  And never stopsat all


  Without hope, without feathers, we would belost in hell. 




  ALBATROSS
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  Albatrosses fly as if by magic, rarely flapping their long, narrow wings. At different heights above the ocean wind speeds vary dramatically. Albatrosses glide down swiftly to meet low-speed surface winds, which then thrust them up again, and they repeat this to soar almost indefinitely. To sailors long ago this seemed supernatural, and they thought the birds were incarnations of wandering souls. To kill an albatross, they believed, would bring bad luck to the ship and its crew.


  “An albatross around one’s neck” has been part of our language ever since Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote of the cursed seaman in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”; but in spite of his vivid description of the great bird circling the ship and perching on the rigging like “a Christian soul,” it is unlikely that Coleridge saw a living albatross. The story probably originated in 1759 from Captain George Shelvocke’s account in his Voyages, which described an albatross soaring around the ship, following “as if he had lost himself” and making “our display with sail, reef and rudder” seem “clumsy and inept.” His ship, the Speedwell, was battling to round Cape Horn in terrible weather, and one sailor had already been lost overboard in the icy sea. The second in command was Simon Hatley, who in a fit of “melancholy,” shot the albatross in September 1719, and was blamed for the ship’s continued bad luck. Hatley had been imprisoned by the Spaniards and punished for privateering by being “hanged until [he was] almost strangled and then cut down.” This torture is reminiscent of the heavy albatross around the Ancient Mariner’s neck.


  Although sailors were in awe of these birds, they did sometimes kill and eat them, and even made purses out of their webbed feet. The albatross’s common name has prosaic roots. It originates from the Arabic alqudus, “bucket,” describing seabirds that hold water in their bills (see Pelican). This became alcatraz in Spanish (which now means “gannet”). The Latin alba means “white,” and mature albatrosses of some species are largely white, which may explain the change to “albatross.”


  [image: image] Albatrosses fly as if by magic; sailors thought the birds were incarnations of wandering souls.


  Albatrosses are in the order Procellariiformes, from the Latin procella, meaning a violent storm. These ocean birds live in turbulent southern oceans remote from land. Their bills are “tubed” to excrete excess salt from the seawater they drink (see Petrel). They can’t fly when they are becalmed. Although they come ashore to breed, a pair often won’t even wait for their chick to fledge; the parents will feed it enough so that it can survive alone on its fat until making its way to the sea.


  The albatross family, the Diomedeidae, is called after Diomedes, the king of Aetolia, who fought in the Trojan War. On his way home he stopped on an Adriatic island; there his companions were punished for grumbling by being turned into birds, “like white swans, though they were not swans,” wrote Ovid. Despite the wandering albatross’s obvious difference from swans, Linnaeus named the legendary bird after Diomedes’s men, calling it Diomedea exulans, or “homeless.” This bird has a wingspan of up to twelve feet and travels hundreds of miles. It is now thought to return to favorite fishing areas rather than wandering aimlessly.


  The albatrosses that most often visit North American waters are the Phoebastria (from phoibetria, a “prophet”), but few of us will ever see these. Still, the albatross is with us, a powerful symbol of sin and retribution. We wonder, too, like Coleridge’s Wedding Guest, what our duties to the natural world should be.


  AVOCET
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  In June 1814, John James Audubon rose at dawn to watch nesting avocets on a lake in Indiana. “Now Reader,” he writes, “wait a few moments until I eat my humble breakfast . . . [and] you and I will do our best to approach the sitting bird unseen by it.” He does this successfully: “Lovely bird,” he murmurs, “how innocent, how unsuspecting, and yet how near to thine enemy, albeit he be an admirer of thy race!” At this point the Reader might prefer to be excused, leaving Audubon to shoot five avocets, including three incubating females. Perhaps we should remind ourselves that in those days, before photography and good binoculars, shooting a bird was the only way to examine it properly, and avocets, like other birds, once seemed too plentiful ever to become rare.


  The American avocet that Audubon described is mostly white, with a chestnut head during mating season, and black markings on the wings. White birds often have black wing tips, because black feathers are stronger than pigmentless white ones and wear better on the edges of wings. The American avocet has long blue legs and an upward-curving bill, which accounts for the family name Recurvirostridae, from the Latin recurvo, “I bend backward,” and rostrum, “beak.” The members of this family include the stilts. The American avocet and the black-necked stilt breed in North America. Stilts have thin red legs, even longer than the avocets’. The stilt’s name, Himantopus, is from the Greek himantos, “thong,” and pous, “foot.”


  The avocet’s common name comes from the old European Recurvirostra avosetta, first used in 1600 by the Italian naturalist Ulisse Aldrovandi. This might be from avis (Latin for “bird”), a fondly diminutive description of the avocet, a bird of peculiar beauty and grace. In 1678 The Ornithology of Francis Willughby (published posthumously by Willughby’s friend and collaborator John Ray) described the bird as “The Avosetta of the Italians.” Its harsh cry is less bewitching than its appearance, and in Dutch the avocet is kluut, in imitation of this. In northern England they were also called “clickers” (because they sometimes click their bills) and “awl-birds.”


  [image: image] The avocet, “from its perpetual clamor and flippancy of tongue, is called the Lawyer,” wrote Alexander Wilson.


  The awl-shaped beak is swept from side to side to collect food from the bottom of ponds. Avocets often feed in stagnant water, and consequently are very prone to tapeworms. The famous nineteenth-century ornithologist Alexander Wilson described an avocet he took as “infested with tape-worms and a number of smaller bot-like worms.”


  Wilson also wrote that the avocet, “from its perpetual clamor and flippancy of tongue, is called by the inhabitants of Cape May, the Lawyer.” It is rather tempting to connect this with the Latin stem avocatio, “a diversion,” the origin of the French avocat, “Lawyer.” But there seems to be no traceable link here, and, regretfully, we must relinquish the “flippancy of tongue” required to make one!


  BIRD OF PARADISE


  [image: image]


  It might seem that birds of paradise were deservedly named for their beautiful plumage. Instead the name more likely comes from a sixteenth-century misperception that they had no wings or feet with which to fly or perch, and therefore floated ethereally in the heavens.


  When dried skins of birds of paradise were first brought to Europe from New Guinea, they were described as being without feet or wings. Such was the way they were used in New Guinea for decoration. But Europeans, who had never tried this way of preserving birds, assumed that the dried skins were complete.


  The first skins from New Guinea were brought to Madrid by Juan Sebastián de Elcano, who had taken over the Vittoria after its first commander, Ferdinand Magellan, was killed. Elcano took the ship to the Moluccas, arriving at the island of Tidore in November 1521. The sultan of Batjan presented the crew with skins for the king of Spain. When asked how the birds managed without wings or feet, the sultan reputedly replied that they were manuk dewata, or “Birds of the Gods,” a name still reflected in the genus of some paradise birds, Manucodia.


  Linnaeus’s name for the great bird of paradise, Paradisaea apoda, means “without feet” (Greek a, “without,” and pous, “feet”), although by his time the birds were no longer thought footless. The name “paradise,” or heaven, is from the Persian paradeisos, meaning an enclosed garden, which was what heaven was supposed to be.


  For a long time European naturalists had speculated on the behavior of birds of paradise, concluding that after mating in the air, the female laid her eggs in a hollow on the male’s back. His spectacular wiry tail was intended, they thought, to secure her while she incubated the eggs. It was also useful for tethering him to a tree when he wanted to stop floating. The name Cicinnurus, used for several birds of paradise, comes from the Greek kikinnes, “ringlet,” and describes this curious curling tail.


  [image: image] The name comes from a sixteenth-century misperception that these birds had no wings or feet and floated ethereally in the heavens.


  It was not until the nineteenth century that European naturalists saw birds of paradise in the wild. René Lesson, on an expedition aboard the Coquille, wrote that he was “too astonished to shoot” the first bird of paradise he saw, because of its extraordinary beauty, “like a meteor . . . cutting through the air, leaving a long trail of light.” Alfred Russel Wallace, Darwin’s contemporary, saw birds of paradise and described the male’s “lekking” display (see Peacock). The standard-winged bird of paradise, Semioptera wallacii (“partly feathered”), is named for Wallace.


  Napoleon’s nephew Charles Bonaparte named the Cincinnurus respublica (now Wilson’s bird of paradise). “Since there is not to be a paradisaical republic there shall at least be a republican bird of paradise,” he wrote, demonstrating more than a touch of political disillusionment. Bonaparte also named the paradise crow, or Lycocorax pyrrhopterus (“red-winged crow”). But until recent DNA testing it was not definitely established that the bird of paradise’s nearest relative is the crow, not the bowerbird, as had always been thought.


  Both birds of paradise and bowerbirds live in Australasia, where there are few predators other than humans. In this avian paradise they don’t have to be able to move quickly or be constantly on the alert. Male bowerbirds build elaborate ornamental “bowers” to attract females. They are unlikely to have their wooing interrupted and so can afford to indulge without danger in the luxurious sexual lures of cumbersome plumage or painstakingly constructed bowers.


  BITTERN
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  Although it’s not a large bird, the cry of a bittern can echo for miles. Thoreau wrote that American bitterns were sometimes called “belcher-squelchers,” and they seemed to be calling, “Slug-toot, slug-toot, slug-toot.” They move back and forth when sounding, using their whole bodies to choke up their booming cry, and are commonly called “thunder pumpers.” The European bittern has an even more powerful voice, described by Oliver Goldsmith as seeming to come from “some formidable being that resided at the bottom of the water.”


  Bitterns are closely related to herons. They live solitary lives in marshes, spearing their prey, mostly frogs, with pointed bills and nesting on the ground. Bitterns’ eyes are positioned so they can see in front of them when their bills are turned vertically and beneath them when horizontal. There are two kinds of bittern, the Botaurus and the Ixobrychus, and both names derive from the birds’ peculiar bellowing cries. Botaurus comes from the Latin butire, “to cry” (which also gives us “bittern”), and taurus, “a bull.”


  The name Ixobrychus (from the Greek ixos, “reed,” and brukho, “roar”) was devised in 1828 by Gustav Johann Billberg, a Swedish naturalist (for whom a popular houseplant, the billbergia, was named). Bitterns have learned an extraordinary protective strategy. They can “freeze,” with their bills pointing directly upward and their striped bodies exactly matching the reeds surrounding them. Sometimes if there is a breeze they even sway a little to imitate their reedy camouflage. “This was its instinct,” wrote Thoreau, “whether it implies any conscious artifice or not.”


  [image: image] Sometimes called “belcher-squelchers,” they seemed to be calling, “Slug-toot, slug-toot, slug-toot,” wrote Thoreau.


  BLACKBIRD
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  Those four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie were European blackbirds, which are a kind of thrush, not American blackbirds. Thrushes were considered a delicacy fit to “set before a king,” and indeed are still eaten in some parts of the world. Although in one seventeenth-century English cookbook blackbirds were considered “better to delight the eare with their musicke than to feed the belly,” in 1861 the famous Mrs. Beeton was still recommending “one blackbird to every two persons” in a recipe.


  New World blackbirds were never a delicacy even though the scientific name of two of them is Euphagus, meaning in Greek “good to eat.” American blackbirds are not related to their European namesake. They are in the Icteridae family, and are known as Icterids which include grackles and New World orioles.


  The name of the red-winged blackbird, familiar in the New World, is Agelaius phoeniceus. This comes from the Greek agelaios, “gregarious,” because these birds congregate in large flocks, except when raising their young. Phoeniceus is Latin for “red” (see Flamingo). The red “wings” are actually small patches on the male bird’s shoulders, which he uses to attract females and advertise breeding territory, a strategy similar to the confident warning statement once made by bright red military uniforms. Icterids share an important characteristic called “gaping,” a way of using their bills to wedge apart places where food might be hidden. A redwing blackbird will flip over a stone to find food by opening its bill under one side of the stone, causing it to roll over.


  [image: image] In 1861 the famous Mrs. Beeton still recommended “one blackbird to every two persons” in her cookbook.


  The Icteridae get their name from the Greek ikteros, meaning “yellow” or “jaundiced,” referring to the color of European orioles, which aren’t Icterids (see Oriole)! And if blackbirds aren’t confusing enough, the old name for the European blackbird was the Anglo-Saxon osle, or Shakespeare’s “ouzel-cock so black of hue.” This is retained in the modern German for blackbird, Amsel. The English name ouzel is now used for another thrush, the ring ouzel and for the American dipper. Noted for its whistling song, the European blackbird also went by the old name of “merle.” “Upon his dulcet pipe the merle doth only play,” wrote Shakespeare’s contemporary Michael Drayton in “A Warwickshire Morning.” The poet explained in a note, “Of all the birds only the blackbird whistleth.”


  Perhaps Wallace Stevens was inadvertently making an ornithological as well as a poetic statement when he reminded us that there are clearly more than a dozen ways of looking at a blackbird, for ornithologists as well as poets and bakers.


  BLUEBIRD
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  Even in the early 1900s the idea of a “bluebird” was still sufficiently magical in Europe to be the theme of Maurice Maeterlinck’s morally approbative play in which two children, searching for the “Blue Bird of Happiness,” are warned, “It seems likely that the Blue Bird does not exist, or that he changes colour when he is caged.”


  In America bluebirds were familiar but still romanticized. The popular nineteenth-century American naturalist John Burroughs described a bluebird as a “disembodied voice; a rumor in the air . . . before it takes visible shape before you,” revealing in its plumage “one of the primary hues, and the divinest of them all.” Blue is traditionally the color of heaven, as well as of the Virgin Mary’s robe. No wonder a bird so celestially saturated seemed mystical.


  The American bluebirds, or Sialias, get their name from the Greek sialis, meaning (not very interestingly) “a kind of bird.” Unique to North America, they are members of the Turdidae, or thrush, family. There are three species: the western, mountain, and well-loved eastern bluebird, which, with its ruddy breast, reminded early settlers of the robin redbreast back home, and was sometimes called the “blue redbreast.”


  Like robins, eastern bluebirds often live near houses. If short of their natural nesting sites in hollow trees, they’ll use man-made cavities. Their eggs, like those of other birds that nest in dark places, never had to evolve protective markings as camouflage, and are clear pale blue or white. The parent birds return to the same nesting site each year and often lay a second clutch after the first has hatched.


  [image: image] Bluebirds return to the same nesting site each year.


  Early ornithologists praised bluebirds unstintingly. “No bird in Sweden,” wrote the botanist Peter Kalm in the eighteenth century, “has so shiny and deep a blue as this one.” William Bartram described its “most endearing warblings,” as well as the male’s “eagerness to please and secure the favor of his beloved female.” In 1808 Alexander Wilson, a great artist and ornithologist but perhaps less good versifier, wrote a long poem (unsurprisingly not much quoted) in appreciation of the bluebird:


  He flits through the orchard, he visits each tree, . . .

  He snaps up destroyers wherever they be, . . .

  He drags the vile grub from the corn it devours . . .

  His song and his services freely are ours.


  There are still many bluebird lovers. They have their own North American Bluebird Society, which publishes a journal, Sialia. Hundreds of Americans provide nesting boxes for bluebirds, taking care that the entrance hole is only one and a half inches in diameter (or else the bluebirds won’t use it). But if all goes well they will return every year. Their spring message and lovely plumage“With the earth tinge on his breast and the sky tinge on his back,” wrote John Burroughsis surely enough attainable happiness for one small bird to deliver.


  BOBWHITE
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  The bobwhite, native to America, is called a “quail” by Northerners and a “partridge” by Southerners, but although similar to both, it is neither. The name “bobwhite” is an imitation of its mating cry; some farmers, however, interpret the call as “more wet” and associate the bobwhite with coming rain. Its scientific name, Colinus virginianus, is from the Spanish colin, which in turn comes from zolin, a Nahuatl Indian word for “partridge.” Colin means a quail in Mexico. Virginianus strictly means from the state of Virginia (named for the so-called “virgin” Queen of England, Elizabeth I), but these birds are by no means limited to Virginia.


  In Virginia and elsewhere bobwhites were described by early settlers as numerous. “On going a little way,” wrote Swedish traveler Peter Kalm in 1757, “you meet with great coveys of them.” In Letters from an American Farmer (published soon after the American Revolution), Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur described feeding them and sprinkling chaff on the snow “to prevent their tender feet from freezing too fast to the earth as I have frequently observed them to do.”


  Like other ground birds, bobwhites prefer running to flying. They usually sleep “together in a heap,” observed Kalm, arranging themselves in a compact circle with their tails inward and heads facing outward, pressing the circle tightly as each bird arrives for the night. This conserves heat and enables them to keep an all-round watch for predators. If they are disturbed, the sleeping circle will explode. The eggs in a bobwhite’s nest are arranged in a similar pattern and are very tapered at one end, so they can be tightly packed. Bobwhite chicks are precocial; the eggs hatch at about the same time, and the downy chicks are immediately able to leave the nest, although their parents show them where to find food. One brood will include about a dozen chicks. Some are soon taken by predators. And those that do grow up often become meals for humans.


  [image: image] The name “bobwhite” is an imitation of its mating cry, although some farmers interpret the sound as “more wet” and associate the bird with coming rain.


  BUNTING


  [image: image]


  Even a simplistic endeavor to sort bird names will find buntings a challenge. True buntings apparently originated in South America, spreading northward and then east to Eurasia and Africa. They are common in Britain. Their English name was probably from “buntyle” in Old English (“buntlin” in Scots), which describes their plump shape. A plump, cuddly baby bundled up was also affectionately called a “bunting,” as in the nursery rhyme “Bye, Baby Bunting.”


  As often happens, the name came back to America without necessarily referring to the same bird. Buntings are closely related to American (but not Old World) sparrows, and many birds we call sparrows in America are really buntings (see Sparrow). Buntings are in the Emberizidae family. However, some birds commonly called “buntings” in North America are in the cardinal family. These include the painted, indigo, and lazuli buntings.


  The painted bunting is Passerina ciris. Passerina means “little sparrow” (and no, it’s not a sparrow!). Ciris, or keiros, was a bird into which the Greek princess Scylla was transformed when she was about to drown, swimming after King Minos’s boat when he spurned her. Scylla was the daughter of Nisus, the king of Megara, whose city was besieged by Minos. She spotted the enemy king from the battlements, fell heavily for him, and stole her father’s purple lock of hair (which was magically protecting the city), to win him. Minos, although delighted with this hirsute victory, was turned off by the treacherous Scylla herself. The male painted bunting is gaudily “painted” in brilliant red and green and has, as well, a violet-blue head. The story of the purple lock was apparently enough of a connection with the bird’s head for Linneaus to name it after Scylla.


  The Indigo bunting is P. cyanea, or “blue,” which describes the male’s brilliant blue color, like that of the plant dye indigo, once commonly used to dye clothes blue. The male lazuli bunting’s back and head are the azure color of lapis lazuli, and its Latin name, P. amoena, simply means “lovely.” Sometimes indigo and lazuli buntings will interbreed.


  [image: image] “Bunting” describes their plump shape, like that of the bundled baby in the nursery rhyme “Bye, Baby Bunting.”


  Unlike these cardinal buntings, the little American juncos are buntings. In his Birds of Colonial America, completed in 1747, Mark Catesby called the junco a “Snow bird,” which is why Linnaeus named the dark-eyed junco Junco hyemalis (the Greek hyemalis means “winter”). With dark gray backs and white bellies, like bright snow under leaden skies, they are often seen in groups at bird feeders. Junco means “rush” in Latin, and Linnaeus may have given them this name because some European buntings live among reeds, although juncos prefer woody to rushy habitats.


  One of the most common European buntings is the vividly citrine yellowhammer, Emberiza citrinella. Its common name has nothing to do with hammering but describes its color. Its Old English name was amer (amber) or yelambre (yellow amber).


  One might think that bunting cloth, used to make flags, would have some connection with these sometimes showy little birds. But the cloth got its name from “bonting,” or sifting, flour through its loose weave. Even if buntings, like flags and most other passerines, flutter, we can’t connect them neatly.


  CAPERCAILLIE


  [image: image]


  The capercaillie, which lives in Scotland and northern Europe, is a very large grouse. It inhabits upland pine forests, eating mostly pine needles. Although its diet sometimes makes its flesh taste like turpentine (which also comes from pine trees), the capercaillie was once a popular game bird. To remove the taste, one old “recipe” suggested, after being soaked, buried for twenty-four hours, roasted, and steamed, the bird should then be “given to the dog, if he will eat it, for nobody else could.”


  In the old days it was not considered unsporting to shoot a capercaillie perched in a tree, where it was easily taken because it concentrates so hard on its mating call that it closes its eyes. Male capercaillies are extremely jealous of their hens, and the Swiss naturalist Konrad Gesner called the capercaillie a “capricalze” in his 1554 Historia animalium. Probably, he derived this from capra, “goat,” and calcitro,” “kick,” describing the cock’s spirited defense of his harem. Another derivation could be the Gaelic capullcoille, meaning “a horse of the woods,” or cabhar coille, an “old man” of the woods.


  By the eighteenth century the bird had been hunted to extinction in Scotland, and in 1837 it was reintroduced from Sweden. But pine forests continued to decrease, as the highlands of Scotland were burned annually, partly to increase the heather in which other game birds and animals feed and nest. Even if expanses of heather mean Scotland itself to some people, too much of it will soon surely oust the Old Man of the Woods forever.


  [image: image] The sixteenth-century name “capricalze” was from the Latin for a “kicking goat” and probably referred to the male’s spirited defense of his harem.


  CARDINAL
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  Early settlers simply called the northern cardinal, which is unique to North America, “the Red Bird.” It was frequently captured and put in cages, where both males and females would sing “exceedingly sweet,” unless “they would die with grief,” wrote eighteenth-century naturalist Peter Kalm.


  Our common northern cardinal, Cardinalis cardinalis, was originally Loxia cardinalis. Loxos, Greek for “crossroads” (so “crosswise” or “crooked”), was for its curved conical beak which the cardinal uses to crush grains and seeds, rather than peeling them, as weaker-billed birds must. The name “cardinal” comes from the officials of the Catholic church, who traditionally wore bright red, a sign of affluence and power. Before synthetic dyes, red was an expensive color to obtain because it was derived from the rare cochineal insect. Consequently, only the elite could afford red garments. These influential ecclesiastics got their name from the Latin cardo, or “hinge.” The balance of important ideas often “hinged” on the judgment of powerful church officials, and indeed sins or virtues could become “cardinal” too.


  The cardinal family grouping has been changed several times, and it still isn’t always consistent. Cardinals are now generally grouped with grosbeaks (from the French gros, “large,” and bec, “beak”) and buntings. The family name is Cardinalidae.


  Older books may call the cardinal Richmondena cardinalis, after Charles Wallace Richmond, who spent most of his life working in Washington. He had become interested in birds when, at the age of thirteen, he was a page in the House of Representatives and was allowed access to books in the Library of Congress. While studying for a degree in medicine, he took a job as a night watchman at the United States National Museum, and gradually advanced until he became assistant curator, remaining there until he died in 1932. Although he made a card index of all the known birds and was greatly appreciated by his contemporaries, he is not much recognized these days.


  [image: image] The cardinal was the first bird to be given official state recognition when, in 1926, it was designated as the state bird of Kentucky.


  His former namesake, however, was the first bird in the United States to be given official state recognition when, in 1926, it was designated as the state bird of Kentucky. Now it’s the bird of seven states. This peak of avian hierarchy is (nomenclatorially speaking) an unclear separation of church and statebut, as yet, unchallenged.


  CHAFFINCH
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  Chaffinches were sometimes called “bachelor birds” because they often congregate in flocks of one sex, and their scientific name, Fringilla coelebs, comes from caelebs, Latin for “unmarried.” The “chaff” part of their name derives either from the Middle English chaefen, “to warm,” referring to the warm, rosy color of their breast or to chaff they find and eat in barnyards, which they frequent.


  All three species of chaffinches are found in Eurasia, where they are among the most common birds. The “finch” part of their name, finc in Anglo-Saxon, is now applied to many small seed-eating birds. Much of what we know about birdsong has been learned from the study of chaffinches. As early as the eighteenth century, the German baron Johann Ferdinand Adam von Pernau, a pioneering student of bird behavior and field investigation, experimented with young chaffinches on his estate at Rosenau. Pernau believed that if man studied nature, admiration of “God’s creatures” would “soon diminish the evils of the world, including “the devilish masquerades, the vain and often riduculous pomp, nay even the bloody wars.” He watched birds and marked them (by cutting off one toe), and he exposed young chaffinches to the songs of tree pipits which the chaffinches then imitated. Pernau refused to “hunt after honors” by putting his name on the books he wrotewhich remained anonymous for two hundred years!


  Chaffinches’ songs can change “dialect” over quite small distances where breeding groups are separated by open meadows. It seems that the males inherit a basic song pattern, but they learn particular refinements and flourishes by listening to other males before sexual maturity, after which their song becomes fixed. This gives the species members basic recognition of one another, which is essential for communication, but also allows for song variations to define territory.


  [image: image] Chaffinches were sometimes called “bachelor birds” because they often congregate in flocks of one sex.


  The means of obtaining some of this information has included raising chaffinches in total isolation, deafening them at various stages of their development, and injecting them with hormones. One is somewhat reminded of the emperor Frederick II (11941250), who “wanted to discover what language a child would use when he grew up if he had never heard anyone speak.” His experimental raising of babies in isolation, without being spoken to or fondled, was “in vain, because all of the infants died.” He no doubt thought these experiments no odder than we do when we manipulate the lives and bodies of birds in the cause of science. Our descendants, however, may think otherwise.


  COOT


  [image: image]


  Although a twelfth-century bestiary claimed that a coot will care for abandoned eaglets “with the same maternal zeal she shows for her own offspring,” from our point of view she is a hard-hearted mother. Coots lay large clutches of eggs but end up with few chicks. They selectively feed their young: in America the chicks who beg most vociferously are fed; in Europe the parent coots will actually shake a chick to death if it is too demanding.


  Coots make nests on the water, anchored to reeds, and the chicks swim as soon as they hatch. They have only partially webbed feet, with lobed toes, but can dive deep; when wounded, a coot will sometimes dive down and cling to bottom weeds.


  They are sometimes called “black ducks” or “mud hens,” but coots are actually related to rails. Rails don’t have lobed toes, but some of them have very long toes, so they can stand on lily pads. Although coots congregate in open water, most rails are shy, hiding in marshes. The name “rail” comes from the Old French raille, “rattle,” which is the sound they make when hiding. The modern French râle means both the bird and a rattle, especially a death-rattle. Rails can compress their bodies to slip through very narrow gaps between reeds, making themselves “as thin as a rail.”


  [image: image] These birds, with partly white heads, were once called “baldicootes.”


  Alexander Wilson did not distinguish between coots, rails, and soras. He said sportsmen found “this bird . . . an inexplicable mystery,” because “it comes they know not whence; and goes they know not where.” We know now that some American coots migrate to South America. In Britain coots don’t usually migrate.


  Coots are found worldwide. The American coot is Fulica americana, from the Latin fuligo, “soot.” The European coot is F. atra because coots are black. Atra is from Latin ater, “black.”


  When hunters go “cooting” they are pursuing not coots but other waterbirds, usually sea ducks or scoters (whose name may come from their “sooty” plumage, similar to a coot’s). Neither scoters nor coots taste very good in spite of the popularity of “cooting,” a verb originally coined in the seventeenth century for the copulation of turtles, sometimes called “cooters.”


  The bird’s name “coot” is supposedly imitative of their cry. These birds, with their partly white heads, were once called “baldicootes,” and we still describe people being “as bald as a coot.” However “coot” is most used to describe a silly personwith or without a bald pate.


  CORMORANT


  [image: image]


  Satan, in John Milton’s Paradise Lost, “sat like a cormorant” on the Tree of Life, watching Adam and Eve and “devising death.” Real cormorants, with snakelike necks, perch eerily on trees and rocks too, spreading their dark wings to dry.


  Cormorants soak their plumage to reduce buoyancy before sinking underwater in search of prey. They dive deep down, almost always from the surface of the water, propelled by their feet, and emerge to eat their catch. Their vestigial nostrils are permanently closed, and above water they breathe through their mouths.


  Adult cormorants are partly or wholly black, with a glossy plumage that can reflect many hues. Their common name comes from the Latin corvus marinus, or “raven of the sea.” Their family is the Phalacrocoracidae, from the Greek phalakros, “bald,” and korax, “raven.” They don’t have bald heads, although some have white on their heads or faces, which probably gave them this name.


  Some cormorants are called shags (from the Icelandic skegg, “beard”) and have shaggy tufts of nuptial head plumes. The names are often used interchangeably. Although the Australian expression “like a shag on a rock” means being in an isolated position, cormorants are generally rather gregarious. In Scotland they were also called scarts, or scarfs, from the Old Norse skarfr, imitative of their harsh cry.


  Cormorants have all four toes webbed, a characteristic called totipalmate. They use their large feet to keep their eggs warm, because they have no bare brood patch on the abdomen, as most birds do. They fly well, except for the flightless Galápagos cormorant, Phalacrocorax harrisi, named after Charles Harris, a nineteenth-century naturalist in the Galápagos, who should not be confused with Audubon’s friend Edward Harris (see Hawk). Its former name (still sometimes used) was Nannopterum harrisi, from the Greek nanos, “dwarf,” and pterum, “wing.” This cormorant doesn’t even have the keeled breastbone of most birds, which is where the flight muscles are attached.


  [image: image] Satan, in Milton’s Paradise Lost, “sat like a cormorant” on the Tree of Life, watching Adam and Eve and “devising death.”


  In Asia, tame cormorants have been trained for centuries to hunt fish. A ring or cord around the neck prevents them from swallowing their catch. In Britain, the Stuart king James adopted this practice, and in 1611 paid John Wood, master of cormorants, thirty pounds for training “certain fowls called cormorants” and “making them fit for the use of fishing.” More recently, in 1979, a study of fishermen’s cormorants on the Li-chiang River described a tradition of loosening the ring around the bird’s neck after seven fish so it could catch the eighth for itself. Apparently the cormorants invariably stopped fishing after the seventh fishsuggesting that they could keep numerical count of their catch!


  COWBIRD


  [image: image]


  William Swainson, who contributed much to ornithology but was not a scholar, named the brown-headed cowbird Molothrus ater, thinking he was calling it by the Greek for “parasite,” molobrus. In accordance with the complicated rules of nomenclature, this mistake remains permanent. Ater means “black.”


  Swainson was Audubon’s friend but misjudgedly refused to collaborate on the Birds of America because, he said, Audubon intended to “conceal my nameand transfer my fame to your papers and reputation.” His “fame” was not long lasting, nor was the natural system he championed, which formed curious biological connections, such as relating penguins to turtles.


  Brown-headed cowbirds originally followed the American bison, scavenging food in soil kicked by their hooves and pecking insects off their backs. Rare in the Northeast until colonization, they probably increased along with domestic cattle. In the eighteenth century Mark Catesby described “Cowpen” birds that “delight much to feed in the pens of cattle, which has given them their name.”


  Cowbirds are obligate parasites, which are unable to build their own nests and raise their own young. They rely on other birds to do so, monitoring the prospective host’s nest building before depositing an egg of their own. Nonobligate parasites only sometimes rely on foster parents. The beginning of avian parasitism has long been fodder for scientific speculation. When cowbirds were nomadic, following bison herds for food, they may have started depending on other birds to raise their young. In 1874, however, the famous ornithologist Elliot Coues vividly imagined another possible origin of this curious habit. A cowbird, he postulated, “in imminent danger of [egg] delivery without a nest prepared . . . loth to lose her offspring . . . deposited her burthen in an alien nest. . .. The convenience of this process may have struck her.” One can almost imagine her deciding to pursue a fulfilling career. Coues, incidentally, married three times.


  [image: image] “Cowpen” birds, wrote Mark Catesby, “delight much to feed in the pens of cattle, which has given them their name.”


  The cowbird’s egg has a very short incubation period (eleven days), so the fledgling often hatches before its host siblings, then grows with phenomenal rapidity, getting an unfair share of food. Although the cowbird may destroy some of the host’s eggs, some of the host’s own young usually survive, and in Panama there is even a cowbird whose fledglings remove lethal botfly larvae from host siblings. Generally, however, hosts do not benefit from parasitism, and some birds, notably robins and catbirds, recognize the alien eggs and destroy them. Smaller birds, like the yellow warbler, with “surprising ingenuity,” as Thomas Brewer wrote to his friend Audubon, build another nest on top of the parasitized one. Brewer sent Audubon a three-storied nest (they can be up to six stories!).


  Young cowbirds inherit an amazing ability to recognize their own species, and even if they mature without seeing another cowbird, they respond to and congregate with their kind, knowing where to migrate together after the adult birds have left. Other birds need to be taught recognition and migratory routes but have innate instincts not shared by the cowbird. It’s not just in birds that the connections between inheritance and learning are unresolved. Birds can be obligate or nonobligate parasites. Humans sometimes consider themselves “noblesse,” but they don’t necessarily “oblige.”


  CRANE


  [image: image]


  If you have a pedigree, you have a pied de grue, or “crane’s foot.” Cranes are palustral, inhabiting marshes, and although they spend much of their time in shallow water, they do not have webbed feet. A crane’s foot was a symbol used to denote succession in a genealogical tree, with a main stem and toes branching off, and it came to be associated with a long and illustrious lineage.


  Cranes themselves have an ancient lineage and dwelt in prehistoric marshes before humanity had yet emerged. By the Bronze Age our ancestors were eating them, and the name “crane” goes back to an Indo-European root, gar or kar, “to cry out.” Their haunting, gutteral cry comes from their immensely long trachea (over a yard in length), which is curled around behind their breastbone like a trombone. When mating, they will sing duets, and the flock cries in unison when landing or taking off. Cranes are found all over the world except South America and Antarctica and seem to have been revered by humans everywhere. In Japan they were called “marsh gods.”


  Cranes get airborne by running against the wind, and they keep aloft with a heavy, upstroking wingbeat (in other birds the downstroke is more powerful). Unlike storks, which cranes resemble, they roost and nest on the ground, and the fledglings grow their long legs rapidly in about two weeks; the wings grow later. When roosting, cranes tuck one leg up under their feathers to keep it warm and stand on the other. In the Middle Ages it was believed that a sentinel crane held a stone in one foot, which would drop if it dozed or if its attention wandered, thus waking its companions. That’s why in heraldry a crane is often shown holding a stone, as a reminder of alertness.


  [image: image] If you have a pedigree, you have a pied de grue, or “crane’s foot.”


  But cranes don’t stand still much except when sleeping, and they get most of their food by busily searching for it. Their vigorous and incredible mating dances have been imitated in many cultures. Plutarch described Theseus and his companions celebrating their victory over the Minotaur with a dance, “imitative of the windings and twistings of the labyrinth,” subsequently called the “crane dance.”


  Most cranes are at least partly migratory, flying in wedge formation and following a leader that medieval observers called their captain. The migratory route has to be taught to a chick (sometimes two chicks) by its parents, who stay with it until it can fly. The parents themselves stay with each other for lifeand for the Japanese that made cranes a symbol of marital happiness, often depicted on kimonos. “One thousand cranes” is a wish for good luck, longevity, and happiness, multiplied one thousand times.
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