BIRD HABITS

There’s a birdbox halfway down the garden.  It hangs on a rather rickety old framework, which supports some rather rickety old roses, which are just beginning to come out now, this warm May week.  It belongs to a pair of blue tits.  They have come back yet again to take up their summer residence, and I sit looking down the garden, watching them coming with a precision which would do credit to a member of the RAF, flying low over the hillsides or up the sides of narrow glens.  Down and round one of them comes, just missing the trailing rose branches, and UP and pause…  (The rose branch quivers a bit).    Then, like a flash it pops inside the hole, just the same size as her little body.  Presumably she’s feeding insects to the little baby tits inside.  Meanwhile her mate comes down and round and UP and pause… and waits.  Then Missus pops out.  “Where do you think you’ve been?” she says.  “Can’t you see I’ve got a whole *****ing family to feed here?  I suppose you DID get insects then, or was it another pint in the White Hart?”   Meekly he pops inside, and deposits his load of insects where they will do most good.

Sometimes they both sit outside waiting a bit, before one, and then the other, will pop in, and then one pops out again.  The accuracy of their aim at that tiny hole never ceases to astonish.  Of course they have to be on guard.  There’s magpies, who like small birds a lot.  Rather like French hunters in October, the magpies are gaudily dressed in their hunting gear, taking a potshot at anything small and fluttery.  And next door’s cat is real horror.  He finds it hard to take the little birds unawares, because the blackbird and the thrush set up a sort of air raid alarm system.  But off he goes padding stealthily through the undergrowth, always hopeful that some small bird will be just a bit too stupid.

Meanwhile, down on the lawn, there’s a large terracotta plant saucer, as a birdbath.  One of the bluetits thinks he’ll take a quick bath or perhaps a drink.  No chance!  There’s the blackbird, who’s already exercised his territorial rights over the pool.  In fact, if he was German, he’d have his towel down right now.  He flaps his wings at the smaller bird.  “Hey, mush, you wantin’ summink?  This is my turf, I’ll have you know”  (Well turf is a kind word for the lawn, which an estate agent, in an unusually truthful moment, might describe as largely laid to moss).

So then a sparrow has a go.  He’s far cheekier than the dapper little bluetit – and he speaks the same street language as the blackbird.  He 

comes sauntering up the lawn, nonchalantly looking as if he was just minding his own business.  Then he makes a dash for the birdbath, just underneath the blackbird’s wings.  “Oi, you, ‘oo do you fink you are?”

“It’s a public park, this, innit, mate” says the sparrow.  The blackbird flaps his wings aggressively and the sparrow dodges away, but hovers nearby in case.

And so it goes on.  I suppose the birds have developed the same approach to public space as we humans have.  They have their pecking order, literally.  Of course I see far more birds than just these four.  There’s a little wren that I sometimes see, very small and neat, in the jasmine bush.  Perky tail and shy manner.  There are finches, gold, bull and chaff.  There are several apple trees, and there’s nothing the bull finch likes more in spring than to peck away at the apple blossom.  He has two calls, one a bubbling song, which ends with the curiously Eastern European sound “estromir”; the other is a monotonous “pheep, pheep”, which says he’s after the fruit blossom.  Chaffinches go both “chaff, chaff” and “fink, fink”.  However, I don’t think the goldfinches’ song has anything to do with their name.

One bird I miss here in Potter’s Bar is the swallow (and its cousin, the house martin).  When I lived in Yorkshire, we had swallows who came back every year to rear their babies under our eaves.  We lived next to a field with a little stream and cows pastured, which ensured a rich supply of food for the swallows.  We used to watch them in the evening, teaching their babies to fly.  The mother (I guess, far more hard-hearted than the father, who in any case was probably off to the Black Bull for a pint of Tetleys) would push at these little bundles of fluff.  Eventually one would fall off, and either plummet to the ground, or (more often) flap a bit, and, quite suddenly, become airborne, another thing of grace and beauty, swooping back up to the eaves.

Unfortunately, what with the magpies and other predatory birds, the cats and the destruction of hedgerows, there seem to be fewer birds around these days. It’s important to provide some sort of place for them to nest, and birdbaths to wash and drink from, so they can come and live with us, and be part of the wider family of living things.  We can get a lot of fun from observing their bird habits.
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