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By Roger Tomlinson

The Chairman introduced Mr. Roger Tomlinson who had taken up the job of Community Talks Officer for the
RSPB in Greater London earlier this year. He had trained originally as a photographer, had lived for a number of
years in the Scilly Isles and had been for 17 years Event Programmer for London Zoo. His other claim to fame was
that 37 years ago he had known Ivan.

Mr. Tomlinson explained that he would divide his talk into birds in London now and birds which used to be in
London, and then go on to why some were doing well and others not and the cultural influences.

He started with the Robin, which has been our national bird since 1960. It is aggressive to other robins and there
are four million Robin territories in Britain. It is of course, in this country, associated with Christmas and following
gardeners hoping for insects. In Europe it lives in the forests and follows the boars, which root around in the ground.

The Kingfisher, which is small and not easy to see, is also an aggressive bird. In Victorian times it was prized by
taxidermists and its coloured feathers were used for decorating hats.

A hundred years ago egrets and grebes were also killed in great numbers for hat feathers. Twenty thousand tons of
feathers a year were imported. (Bob Aspinall mentioned later that the Museum records showed that many were
imported through the London docks.) In 1889 a Mrs. Robert Williamson, who lived in Manchester, formed a group
to get import of plumage banned. This happened some years later, but more importantly this group was the start of
what became the RSPB.

The RSPB is a charity formed to protect birds and the places where they live. It is the biggest environmental charity
in Europe, with over one million members. It has 196 nature reserved in Britain. Its first nature reserve was on the
Romney Marsh, but it does not own that reserve any longer. It does a lot of research, so it is able to back up any
comments it makes with evidence. It campaigns on environmental issues and, in our area, it recently joined local
people in protesting about the proposal for a new London Airport on Cliffe Marshes, a wetland habitat for wading
birds. This was successful.

Further afield the RSPB has a major campaign underway to protect Albatrosses in the Southern Ocean. The
problem to be overcome is long line (18 miles long) fishing using baited hooks. Sea birds see the bait and then get
hooked, and it is estimated one dies every five minutes. This is the first time the RSPB has paid for an advertising
campaign on any issue. There are ways round, such as weighting the hooks, having the lines put out at night or with
streamers on the hooks, but money is needed to educate the fishermen, so that they can see it is in their interests if
only the fish get the bait.

In the mid nineteenth century the Avocets died out in this country. During WWII coastal areas of East Anglia were
flooded and Avocets from Europe started colonies there. After the war the RSPB continued the re-introduction,
successfully, and the Avocet was adopted as part of its logo.

Mr. Tomlinson then went on to talk about the “Big Garden Bird Watch”. It had started in the 1970’s with people
recording the birds seen in their gardens over a one-hour period. In 2006 4,070 thousand people took part and it is
the biggest event of its kind in the world. He then went on to run through the most common birds seen in London.



The fifth most common was the Blackbird. It had been used as food in Tudor kitchens. The old nursery rhyme about
four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie, may have originated because of the Surprise Pies baked at that time as
entertainment. The top layer of pastry was removed just before the pie was served and birds or animals put in and
sealed up, to burst out when it was cut. As Mr. Tomlinson said, think of what birds or animals do when they panic!

The fourth most common was the Bluetit. It weighs the same as a £1 coin and has seven to thirteen eggs, so needs
masses of caterpillars. There has been a decline in it attacking milk bottle tops, not only because of the decline in
deliveries, but also because it needs cream and cannot digest semi-skimmed milk. Nest boxes have helped it survive.

The third most common was the Woodpigeon.

The second most common was the House sparrow. Over the years its numbers have gone up and down. It lives in
groups and likes to stay in one locality. It nests in any cavity it can find. A journalist on a south London paper had
recently rung Mr. Tomlinson to ask if the RSPB had any comment on a sparrow found nesting in a pair of men’s
underpants on a washing line! However, their numbers have gone down by fifty per cent in the last twenty-five
years. It has been suggested it was due to no cereal being left by horses in the street, tablecloths no longer being
shaken out of doors and gardens being cleared, which would mean that there would be no aphids and caterpillars
to feed their chicks. The RSPB project to try and discover the actual reasons is halfway through.

The most common bird was the Starling. Male Starlings are promiscuous and females lay their eggs in other
Starlings’ nests. They are great mimics and were popular as pets centuries ago. They are not often alone and large
numbers fly in to roost in central London. The weight of starlings perched on the hand even stopped Big Ben one
time. Nevertheless, they are in decline in this country. In 1890 forty pairs of Starlings were taken to New York and
released in Central Park. Now there are 50 million across central America.

Going the other way, the sixth most common bird in London is the Feral Pigeon. It is thought to have derived from
birds who escaped from dove cots in the Middle Ages, and to be descended from rock doves on cliffs. They treat
town centre buildings like cliffs and have adapted from eating cereal to eating the food we discard. They manipulate
man by “blackmailing” people eating sandwiches into giving them bits. They were previously a cheap ingredient
for pies.

Mute swans were the most expensive wild bird food item historically in this country. They weigh up to 39 lbs. In
the fourteenth century they would have cost the wages of a labourer for a month. They were superseded by turkeys.
Swans were also the property of the Crown, hence Swan Upping, catching and recording using notches in the beak,
which today is only carried out as a token gesture. Management has saved them because in the 1960s their numbers
were reduced due in particular to power lines and lead weights used to catch fish. Lead weights are no longer used
and power lines are marked.

Eleventh on the London list was the Greenfinch. Up to Victorian times they were trapped and sold in London
markets in cages. They have moved from the fields to the town and love Leylandii! Goldfinches were also trapped
for cages. One of the first RSPB projects was to protect Goldfinches.

Another bird trapped for cages was the Nightingale for its song. They did not adapt to cages and many beat
themselves to death on the bars. John Keats Ode to a Nightingale was composed on Hampstead Heath, but they
ceased to be recorded in London after 1900.

The biggest perching bird is the Raven, but the last breeding pair moved out of London in 1830. They are very
intelligent birds and a member of the crow family. To comply with the requirements of the legend, they are still
kept at the Tower, although they went down to one during WWII. In the Middle Ages when butchers chucked offal
into the streets of London they thrived, as did the Red Kites. When London was cleaned up they lost their source
of food. The Red Kites moved to the country and killed chickens, but not lambs, despite the scare stories. Bounties
were put out for killing Red Kites and their eggs became collectable as they got rarer. In the end there were only
four left, in Wales. They were re-introduced from the Continent and are now doing well finding food on the road
side - especially motorways.



There are Sparrow hawks which feed on smaller birds, and as they are around it shows that there is a healthy
population of smaller birds.

The Black redstarts are found in mountainous areas and feed on insects. They like loose rocks. Early in the
twentieth century they moved in to the rubble of bombed out buildings in docklands, but left as the area got
re-developed.

Ring necked Parakeets are now spreading. They were first spotted in Gravesend in the 1960’s and are part of the
most northerly parrot population in the world. They have bred so successfully that four to six thousand birds
descended on Esther Rugby Club, at one time.

The fastest animal in the world is the Peregrine Falcon. On the level it flies at 60 miles an hour, but normally dives
from above at about 180 miles an hour to catch small birds in flight. Baffles in its nostrils allow it to fly at this
speed. It can see small birds a mile away. It is not the habitat that is important to this bird but a food supply. There
are five breeding pairs in London and one nest on the top of the Tate Modern former power station tower. The
RSPB has been monitoring this pair from a viewing site on the embankment. They have been named Misty and
Houdini. They swoop down on pigeons right in front of members of the public. A busker took a risk by bringing
performing budgies into the area!

He finished by saying there are 131 thousand hectares of RSPB reserve but, 485,000 hectares of private gardens
and it is important to make birds welcome in gardens. We should use feeders, but be aware there are toxins in
peanuts so we need to buy the right sort (such as those sold by the RSPB!). The RSPB has issued a leaflet
explaining how to make gardens bird friendly. We should join the RSPB as the more members it has the more
influence it can exert. One of the concerns in London at present is the proposals for the Thames Gateway
development on the flood plain, which will affect the birds and he does not think is a brilliant idea. The RSPB also
needs legacies.

The talk ended with a short film showing birds round the world.

Questions were raised about loss of hedges, the advance of Parakeets onto airports and magpies eating eggs from
nests. Mr. Tomlinson said he thought Tawny Owls would be found in the parks.
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