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When embarking upon 
an investigation it is very 
important to be aware of all the 
anti-investigation tactics your 
subject will use. That way you’ll 
know exactly where to look.

It’s common for harmless 
insects to mimic poisonous ones, 
but very rare for birds. Adult 
cinereous mourners are grey-
brown, but their chicks look like 
very big, hairy, toxic caterpillars. 
They even stick their necks out 
and squirm like one!

Dotterel chicks are like  
fluffy versions of the eggs 
they hatch from, speckled  
like beach pebbles.

Tawny frogmouths look more 
like tree branches than tree 
branches do sometimes. Until 
they open their eyes and mouth.

Bitterns are patterned just like 
the rushes they live amongst. 
They stand like this to blend in 
extra well.

Ptarmigans (the P is silent) 
change their outfits seasonally. 
In winter they’re almost invisible 
against a snowy backdrop, and 
in summer they are dressed as 
lichen-covered rocks.
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If you live somewhere with noticeable seasons, 
the best time to look for bird nests is in winter 
when deciduous (that’s the opposite of evergreen) 
trees lose all their leaves. You can spot the dense 
clumps of last summer’s nests. A blustery storm 
might knock them to the ground. The nests won’t 
be in use at this time of year, so it’s okay for you to 
look closely at the design and what they’re made 
of. You might be able to  guess what sort of bird 
made the nest, and next spring you can watch to 
see if those birds return to the same tree to make 
fresh nests.

If you’re marvellously observant and spot a bird’s 
nest during breeding season, back away and only 
keep watch from afar. The parent birds will need 
to come and go freely to get food for themselves 
and their chicks and they’ll be too afraid if you’re 
right there.

Try weaving together a few twigs and pieces of 
grass and you’ll be in awe of how clever birds are. 
And they have to do it with their mouths.





It’s easy for people to overlook sparrows, because 
they don’t have bright feathers and they’re always 
just there. Any detective worth their salt knows 
that the sneakiest, most interesting stuff often 
happens in plain sight.

They’re fantastic to watch. They’re always doing 
something and chatting about it loudly.

Sparrows don’t scratch in the dirt for worms. 
Adult sparrows mostly eat seeds (or cracker 
crumbs and dropped sandwiches), but they can’t 
feed those to their chicks. During nesting season, 
you might notice sparrows searching the eaves 
of houses for spiders, or hunting in trees for fat 
caterpillars to take back to their babies. 

Sparrows can be brave or shy, depending on  
where they live and how many humans they’re 
used to seeing. 

Town sparrows are after everyone’s crumbs, so 
they’ll hop under park benches while people are 
still sitting on them, or they’ll wait until someone’s 
gone to the toilet at a cafe before helping 
themselves to a warm scone.
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The corvus family includes rooks, ravens and 
which all look pretty similar. They’re all black 
with big beaks, but they’re not identical if you 
take them time to look carefully. The call of a crow is often used in movies to 

make places feel spooky, but a crow isn’t 
spooky! People even call groups of them ‘a 
murder of crows’. 

This isn’t very fair because corvids are This isn’t very fair because corvids are 
exceptionally clever birds, and can be sweet 
and generous too. If you’re always really nice 
to the crows in your neighbourhood they’ll 
bring you gifts.

The opposite is true too. If you’re mean to a The opposite is true too. If you’re mean to a 
crow it’ll remember what you look like and 
scowl at you every time you walk past. 
What’s more, that crow will tell all its 
friends and they’ll gang up on you. So always 
remember your manners.
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Like dogs and cats, domestic chickens come in 
hundreds of different breeds. People who keep 
special breeds of domestic birds, like pigeons  
and chickens, are called fanciers.

Fanciers compete against each 
other to have the fanciest bird.  
They don’t make them do  
obstacle courses though.

The pecking order is how a flock of chooks decide 
among themselves who is boss, second boss, third 
boss...or bottom of the heap. The hens at the top 
of the pecking order get the first choice of roost, 
nesting spot and food. It’s not always the biggest 
chicken at the top; she might just be the canniest. 

They peck each other’s faces to fight for their 
position in the pecking order. It can get quite 
mean and leave some hens with scabbed and 
bloody combs.

Given half a chance, chickens chase, kill and 
devour small animals like mice. They look very 
like their dinosaur ancestors when they do it.

If you’re lucky enough to have pet chickens, 
or there are some living in a park near you, 
you can learn what they’re saying.



Owl chicks are called owlets. 
They take a little while to 

grow into their faces.
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Owls are irresistibly charming birds, with  
their wide eyes and saucer faces. And compared 
to other birds, they have quite a lot of facial 
expressions.

There are about 200 different types of owl in  
the world. 

Because owls are always 
watching you it’s very 
difficult to see the back  

of their head.

Owls can turn their 
heads so far around it 
looks like they could 
go all the way anwd 

unscrew like a bottle cap. 
Fortunately their heads 
only rotate three-quarters 

of a full circle, so we don’t 
have a headless owl problem.

Although most owls are nocturnal, not all  
of them are.

These tufty bits that some  
owls have look like ears, but  
they’re just feathers, and kind 
of like eyebrows. They go up  
or down depending on what  
the owl is thinking.

Owls use their big satellite dish 
faces to help them listen. 

Sound vibrations bounce 
off the disc and are 

directed towards 
the owl’s ears.

An owl knows exactly where 
a mouse is hiding by whether 
the tiny rustling noise was 
heard by its left or right ear 

first. Even more remarkably, 
owls have wonky ears. One 
is higher than the other on 
its head, so the owl knows if 

a sound is coming from high 
up or low down.

Even really big owls can fly in 
almost perfect silence. Most 
birds make a swooping sound as 
the air rushes over their wings, 
but an owl’s wing feathers have 
a comb-like edge to break up the 
air and stop it whooshing.

Really big eyes are better for 
seeing at night because they 
absorb more light. It’s like how 
the pupil of your eye grows 
large when you’re in the dark 
and then shrinks when  
you turn on a light.




