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INTRODUCTION

I don’t want to snipe, but the sight of politicians auspiciously hawking new policies by flying kites for them on the evening news makes me want to ululate – and I’m not larking about. They’re a bunch of overpaid woodcocks, as greedy as gannets – and they should be at home by that time of night if they want to avoid being cuckolded, as my friend Mavis (more of whom later) points out.

I’m not talking cockney rhyming slang – although I will be later, to tell you how East Enders pressed the humble sparrow into service to enrich the local argot. I’m simply using the language of birds, which has been pressed into service for centuries to enrich Britain’s vocabulary.

It’s a great pity that the average well-educated person knows a good deal less about the country’s birds than he or she did a hundred years ago, when the bulk of the population lived nearer to the land. Although Britain was already heavily industrialised by that stage, its towns and cities had not swelled into today’s sprawls, which have left urban dwellers so isolated from many of the sights and sounds of nature. Birds have left their traces in words and expressions, but often we are unaware of the origins of this vocabulary. Their song has been eulogised by the great poets, but because we no longer know the voices of individual birds, it is very difficult to appreciate the writing they inspired. To forget about birds is to take one more step towards alienation from our own language and culture.

This book tries to redress this quite recent dearth of bird knowledge by taking a look at some of the most interesting birds in Britain and elsewhere in the world. But it has another purpose too: to reveal the surprisingly important role that the bird kingdom has played in the world of humans – in history and in culture.

I’ve done this by choosing seventy-six birds and devoting an essay of two or three pages to each, In many cases the bird in the title illustrates a broader point about birds or humanity, so I might start by talking about one bird and go on to talk about another.

I’ve divided the birds into eight categories, most of which are self-explanatory, but I should explain the last three. Many birds can sing but ‘songsters’ have a particularly pleasant song which is worth listening to – and I have made myself the judge and jury on whether a bird merits inclusion in this section (with the aid of a little guidance from a Mr Wordsworth and a Mr Shelley, acting in an advisory capacity and with no claim on my royalties). All the songsters are in the group known as the passerines, or ‘perching birds’, an ‘order’, or super-family, of birds, that accounts for a little over half the known species in the world. They include most small land birds, like sparrows and finches. ‘Other perching birds’ that don’t have outstanding voices but have a different reason to be interesting are in a category of their own, in this book. ‘Maverick birds’ are species that defy categorisation. One example is the hoatzin of South America, which isn’t closely related to any other birds at all. Another is the corncrake, which can be heard in Scotland and Ireland. It is a type of rail, but unlike most rails shows no interest in getting its feet wet, so I’ve put it in this category because it’s a bold bird that dares to flout rail convention.

So read on if you want to know which bird started a war, which won a war, which became a gay icon, which was kept as a pet by Mozart, and which lent its song to a symphony by Beethoven. For centuries birds have provoked diplomatic incidents and invoked flights of genius by poets and musicians. Now it’s time to have a bit of fun seeing the extraordinary, and often surprising, role which they’ve played for centuries in the affairs of humanity – from ancient creation myths and cave paintings to the fateful spring day in 2010 when a bird upstaged the two most powerful men in Britain.

Note: For ease of reading, one-word bird names e.g. robin, swift, bee-eater, megapode, are not capitalised, notwithstanding that bird guide books would have them capitalised.

All other bird names are capitalised e.g. Northern Bald Ibis, Song Thrush, Herring Gull, including, for the sake of consistency to the reader, full capitalisation of hyphenated names e.g. Red-Legged Partridge, Edible-Nest Swiftlet, Rough-Faced Shag, notwithstanding that most bird guide books would have the latter displayed as e.g. Red-legged Partridge.
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EMU

Fatherhood – but not as we know it

Spare a sympathetic shudder for the hard-pressed male emu, the ultimate henpecked, cuckolded, devoted dad.

After the emu chicks are born, the father spends eight weeks incubating and protecting the eggs, with a fidelity that passes beyond the bounds of even his most attentive human counterpart. He hardly ever eats, drinks or even defecates, but survives by descending into a kind of stupor, letting his body temperature drop by 4°C to avoid losing liquid. Phew. Not even David Beckham, the unsurpassable New Man, can compete with that. Where is the mother, you are probably asking by this stage? The terrible truth is that she is roaming around another part of Australia looking for a new partner. Emus, like a small number of other species, are polyandrous, a scientific way of saying that it is the women who have all the fun – just like the female Red-Necked Phalarope, which enjoys Highland flings in the north of Scotland.

The modern male emu, staggering around after this two-month stint, can at least be thankful that life is not as bad as it was for his ancestors in the 1930s. Unlike them, he does not have to dodge bullets in addition to desisting from defecation. The emu is one of the few birds in history on which a country’s army has ever declared war: annoyed by trampled crops, farmers persuaded the government to send an artillery squad to eradicate the emus of Western Australia.

This military escapade did not work out entirely according to plan, however, and the emus emerged victorious. These giant fowl may look bulky and unwieldy, but they proved surprisingly fleet-footed when necessity demanded. Emus can run at up to 30 mph.

They also proved unlikely masters of military tactics – adept at making strategic withdrawals in the face of overwhelming odds, only to regroup later. In World War Two, the Germans lost on the Russian front precisely because they proved unable to perfect this technique – but the emus managed it. After killing only twelve birds, the Royal Australian Artillery accepted defeat and called it a day. Nature cannot always be conquered by humanity.

But the male emu does not make life easy for himself, it must be said. While looking after the chicks he becomes extremely irritable and downright aggressive towards anyone regarded as an intruder – much like Rod Hull’s Emu, the puppet famed for regular savage attacks on celebrities on television sets in the 1970s.

The emu also suffers from the same problem as other tasty birds in human society: it has attracted the attention of some characters with less than honourable intentions. While many other birds have been ignored by humans because they are bony or foul-tasting, emu meat is, by all accounts, similar to the best succulent beef (read more on the advantages of tasting disgusting in the Fulmar essay). This explains the rapid extinction of the Kangaroo Island Emu – scientifically considered a separate species from the sole surviving species, whose full name is the Spotted Emu. The eradication of the Kangaroo Island variety is blamed on Matthew Flinders, the explorer who landed his men on the island in 1802, at a time when the word ‘sustainability’ had not been coined, to find large hunks of fresh, flightless meat running around.

The emu’s notorious inquisitiveness about humans would have done little to aid its survival on Kangaroo Island. Some bird species, like the scarce quail in Britain, are rarely seen because they are so shy, but others, like the emu, or the nightjar of England’s heathland, will boldly approach humans to see what they are doing. We are not the only creatures to have an interest in the world about us that is unrelated to the simple daily struggle of finding enough food, and that is a heartening reminder that we have more in common with other animals than we sometimes think. However, just as curiosity killed the cat, it also put paid to the Kangaroo Island Emu – though not, thank goodness, to the Spotted Emu, which later learned that discretion was the better part of valour in its skirmishes with the Royal Australian Artillery.

So, all you new fathers, next time you’re down the pub enjoying a guilty glass while mum is at home with baby, pray raise your pints to that paternalistic primus inter pares, the male emu.
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KIWI

It was the worst of times, it was the worst of times

Kiwis seem the least bird-like of all birds. Imagine a kiwi without its bill, and concentrate instead on its fleecy feathers that resemble a mammal’s hair and its lack of a tail. It looks more like a mole than a bird.

But the resemblance to mammals is not merely superficial – there are many similarities of physiology and lifestyle.

Most famously, kiwis can’t fly. They have a great sense of smell and hearing, but a very poor sense of sight – like many mammals and most unlike birds, which can generally see better than humans. Kiwis can only spot things 2 feet in front of their rather long bills in broad daylight, though they can monitor developments 4 feet further in front of them at night, which sounds odd but makes sense when you consider they’re nocturnal – like many land-based mammals. Their body temperature is 38°C, which is more like a mammal’s than the average bird’s 40°C or so. Kiwis also smell by probing with nostrils at the far end of their beaks, which sounds even odder but makes sense when you consider that, like many mammals, they use smell to find much of their food – their nostrils are nearer the food which they have to find.

The Brown Kiwi, the commonest member of the family, also sometimes looks after its young for long periods, like the more sophisticated mammals. In the Brown Kiwi’s case, parents accompany their offspring for up to three years. This length of time is rare for birds, but makes sense for the Brown Kiwi, which produces a small number of young every year (usually just one or two). This creates both the time and the evolutionary necessity for it to help its offspring until they have become adept at the important skills of finding food and avoiding being eaten – particularly since Brown Kiwis take eighteen months to grow to full size, so are physically more vulnerable to predators for a long time. In this respect, their habits are much nearer to our own than those of most birds, which are quite ruthless about abandoning their young within a matter of months at most (read about the Golden Eagle’s callous treatment of its fledglings in the Golden Eagle essay).

It is no mere chance that the kiwi’s lifestyle has come to resemble that of mammals so much. After all, New Zealand, the birds’ home, has no native species of walking mammal – in common with many smallish islands that were cut off before mammals inhabiting the great land masses could colonise them on foot. It has a few bats, and whales and other marine mammals, but that’s all.

[image: images]

But it was kiwis’ adaptation to a New Zealand without mammals that very nearly proved their undoing. The trouble began when the Maoris arrived from Polynesia at some point before 1300. Maoris started proving a fact often glossed over by historians of imperialism – that westerners are not the only people capable of unsustainable levels of natural destruction, although their technology makes them the most adept at it.

Much of the Maori destruction of kiwis was an accidental by-product of another form of spoliation: kiwis’ preferred habitat, tropical forest, was burned down to produce farmland. But Maoris also liked catching kiwis for food, and became ingenious at doing so – playing tricks on them like lighting branches so they looked like glow-worms, which kiwis like to eat, and hunting them with dogs. The Maoris were clever predators, but the kiwis were also easy prey, since they couldn’t fly away, and had not adapted to run off very fast when danger approached, or to develop a healthy sense of weary cynicism when confronted with appetising-looking glow-worm-like objects. It is often pointed out that the Maoris regard kiwis as sacred, but in cultures across the world sacred status does not necessarily mean that birds are protected. Often it just makes the birds akin to chocolate – something you eat and enjoy, and then feel slightly guilty about afterwards. The Maori habit of roasting and offering the heart of the first kiwi to be killed to the forest god Tane to placate him for taking what they saw as his bird must have come as scant consolation to them.

Maori habits had wiped out one kiwi species, the Little Spotted Kiwi, from New Zealand’s North Island before the westerners came in the nineteenth century. However, the arrival of European colonists sped up the process of destruction, since they hunted kiwis and laid waste to their habitat with industrial efficiency. The decision in the early twentieth century to start protecting kiwis saved the world’s three or so species (scientists can never agree on the exact number), but the birds themselves deserve credit for their surprising adaptability in the face of adverse circumstances. Forced to find new habitat because tropical forest was disappearing, they responded by moving to temperate forest, scrubland, and even commercial pine plantations. They wouldn’t have been seen dead in these places a few hundred years before because they don’t provide the sort of dense cover that kiwis prefer, but given that tropical forests were being burnt down, they would only have been seen dead in them if they’d remained in place.

Kiwis are also admirably persistent about breeding, like many birds. If their eggs are taken, they will lay up to four replacement clutches before giving up for the year. This has proved handy in a country where their eggs are often taken by stoats. Stoats? What on earth are they doing, fraying kiwi nerves in a country that has no native land mammals? They aren’t supposed to be there but were introduced by humans to keep down the population of rabbits, who aren’t supposed to be there either, but were introduced by humans too. One imagines the kiwi’s rage slowly building as its eggs are nicked. But it suppresses its anger and just gets on with the job of laying more eggs. To borrow an adjective inspired by one of the kiwi’s bitterest enemies, it is an admirably dogged bird.
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