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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


INTRODUCTION
[image: illustration]

So, what do your garden birds really get up to when you’re not looking? This book has the answer: its purpose is to translate into easily digestible form some of the scientific research done into bird biology in the last 50 or so years. For example, through DNA analysis it is now possible to reveal the complex relationships that many birds form, and establish how they choose desirable members of the opposite sex. Such surprising revelations have turned our understanding of bird biology on its head. You will never look at your garden birds in the same way.

The book covers garden birds throughout northern Europe, although inevitably any guide containing 60 species will end up with someone’s favourite being left out. Hopefully, however, you will find most of Europe’s regular garden birds within these pages.

In addition to a host of revelations, which will illuminate the hidden life of that bird, all the basic details about the birds that will help with identification have been included. This includes habitat, feeding, breeding, and so on.

Identification
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This section will help you recognize a bird by its plumage, and describes how to distinguish male and female, together with juveniles and, where appropriate, birds in breeding and non-breeding plumage. It includes the time of year in which you are likely to see the bird in the plumage described.

Juvenile plumage is the first plumage worn by a bird that has left the nest. It is usually moulted in late summer, by which time the youngster resembles the adult. However, in some cases a bird a few months old remains distinguishable from the adult in the winter months, in which case it is referred to as a first winter. A few garden birds take several years to mature and the blanket term ‘immature’ is used for their various plumages.

Shape and character
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Many birds are easier to identify by shape or behaviour than by plumage – classic examples being the treecreeper and the black redstart: small brown birds that, respectively, shimmy distinctively up trees in mouse-like style and habitually shiver their tails. In this section there are hints to enable you to identify birds easily.

Voice
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Bird sound recognition is hard to master, but invaluable for identification. Written descriptions cannot substitute for hearing the real thing, but this section gives some tips and mnemonics to help you identify them and you can use these in conjunction with the various apps now available for sound recognition, by far the best of which is Merlin. The RSPB website also contains bird songs and calls.

Calls are the everyday language of birds, usually just a couple of syllables repeated, and often given in flight. Songs are typically ‘sentences’, phrases or rambling sequences of sounds, more complex than calls. They tend to be given only in the breeding season and are associated with territory and mate attraction. The season when such songs are heard is mentioned in the text, but only where it is useful and only for resident species. Summer visitors sing as soon as they arrive in the spring.

Habitat
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All the birds described in this book occur in gardens, but which types of garden? The general habitat preferences of the various species are given here.

Food
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This section describes the main dietary preferences of the bird in the wild, which are often seasonal. For garden feeding options, see the next section.

In the garden
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Bird husbandry is the theme here. How can you help a bird in the garden? What are the right foods and feeders to put out, and how might a species be encouraged to breed within your borders?

Breeding
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Whether or not a certain bird breeds in gardens, its breeding statistics are given in this section. A short description of the nest, its site and materials is generally included, along with the number of eggs, the incubation period and the time a bird takes before it leaves the nest (fledges). Sometimes there are notes on how the sexes divide breeding duties between them, what the main breeding season is and, where appropriate, the care of young after they have left the nest.

Migration
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A bird’s appearance in the garden is often highly seasonal, and this section aims to give some idea of when birds appear where. Many, such as swifts, occur only in the summer months, while waxwings are deep-winter visitors to most of Europe. This section can only offer a rough guide – birds make a habit of breaking the rules about where and when they are supposed to occur.

Abundance
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Abundance is a can of worms, because a bird that is common in one place may be rare only a short distance away. However, this section gives a general picture of how frequently certain species are found in gardens.

The amazing world of birds
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In conclusion, I hope you discover here fascinating facts about your own garden regulars that will not only broaden your understanding of their lives, but also increase your respect for these amazing creatures. In many ways the book is a tribute to the scientists who, through their painstaking research, have made the discoveries that astonish and inform us. But to be honest, the birds are the stars: we are privileged to share our space with them.
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