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Show me a city and I will show you birds. It
may seem like a boastful claim but it’s the
truth. Birds are everywhere, if you open your
eyes and your mind to it – even in the heart of
a concrete jungle. If you look beyond the steel,
the concrete and the hordes of people and
visualise the urban terrain as a range of bird-
friendly habitats, then you have become an
urban birder. 

Believing that birds are everywhere,
regardless of location, is my mantra. It was
born out of my city childhood, languishing
(or so I thought) in an urban desert, missing
out on the real birds that existed in
abundance outside London’s limits. Delving
through my eagerly awaited copies of Bird
Life, the membership magazine of the Young
Ornithologists’ Club, did little to quell my
early beliefs that most birds occurred only
outside cities. I stared longingly at the
monotone images of Marsh Harriers Circus
aeruginosus, Avocets Recurvirostra avosetta
and Great Grey Shrikes Lanius excubitor,
wishing for an opportunity to see any one of
them for real. I felt trapped, like the Silver
Surfer, the Marvel comic superhero
imprisoned on earth by an invisible force field
that repelled his attempts to burst through
and roam outer space. With no-one willing to
take me out to the hallowed countryside, I felt
forever condemned to a city life with just
House Sparrows Passer domesticus and Feral
Pigeons Columba livia to keep me company.

But, as it happened, I had far more avian
company than I thought. When I came across
a copy of Heinzel, Fitter & Parslow’s Birds of
Britain and Europe with North Africa and the
Middle East at my local library, I quickly
learnt that many of the birds that I thought of
as being exclusively rural were in fact alive
and well in my urban neighbourhood. Armed
with this revised perception of the city’s 
avian possibilities, I wandered around my
immediate vicinity with a fresh perspective. 
I found flocks of wintering Tree Sparrows 
P. montanus, watched the passage of groups 
of Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus
overhead during late summer and, a little
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further up the road but still within an urban
setting, discovered Common Pheasants
Phasianus colchicus and Red-legged Partridges
Alectoris rufa. I was literally surrounded by
great birds that I could only see once I had
opened my mind to them. I was so grateful to
my initial field guide that I decided to keep
hold of it. Naughty I know, but that book has
remained in my possession ever since! 

To be honest, it has taken me years to get to
grips with the idea of urban birding. To start
with, I had to convince myself of its merits
before contending with disbelieving fellow
birders who were still slavishly attached to the
thought that birding in a city was the
equivalent of ornithological suicide. I once
subscribed to that same school of thought,
religiously spending my weekends in Norfolk
or chasing rarities around the southeast. Yet,
to me, urban birding is one of the most
exhilarating forms of birding going. Finding a
patch in the middle of urbanity and then
visiting it regularly is an eye-opening
experience. My local patch is Wormwood
Scrubs in deepest west London. I have been
birding there for over 20 years and at first I
had the rise taken out of me by my birding
mates for choosing to patronise such an
urban backwater. It had never previously
featured in any of the London Bird Reports
and was completely missing from the birding
radar. Yet, within the first few days of my first
autumn, my newly adopted site yielded a
couple of migrant Pied Flycatchers Ficedula
hypoleuca, a Common Redstart Phoenicurus
phoenicurus and a Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis!
Those migrants, along with the resident
Linnets Linaria cannabina, Bullfinches
Pyrrhula pyrrhula and plentiful Song
Thrushes Turdus philomelos, were enough to
get me hooked. Thereafter, I resisted the
temptation to chase rarities, even if they
landed at the lavish London Wetland Centre,
literally a couple of miles down the road. My
thinking has always been that if there is a
rarity anywhere in the country, then it could
turn up at my patch. 

Over the years, The Scrubs has more than



repaid my dedication. For example, I
discovered a small summering population of
Meadow Pipits A. pratensis, which have
turned out to be the closest breeders to
central London. According to the London Bird
Report, my patch consistently has the most
pairs of breeding Lesser Whitethroats Sylvia
curruca and Linnets in London. It also has a
good line-up of rarities including arguably
Britain’s first record of wintering Common
Redstart, no fewer than three Richard’s Pipits
A. richardi, an Ortolan Bunting Emberiza
hortulana and, last autumn, a Common
Rosefinch Erythrina erythrina. And it receives
more than its fair share of migrants including
biannual Ring Ouzels T. torquatus, Common
Redstarts and Northern Wheatears Oenanthe
oenanthe. 

Wormwood Scrubs is no amazing urban
wilderness; it is a large park dominated by
playing fields with no standing water and is
surrounded by industry and housing. It is,
however, a shining example of how urban
areas are more than capable of attracting
interesting and varied birdlife. Watching
almost any urban patch will be rewarding.
More importantly, it shows that you don’t
have to live next to a nature reserve in the
middle of the countryside to enjoy good
birding: you can find the most amazing things
in the least expected places. For me, nothing
beats the thrill of coming across an
unexpected species within a city environ -
ment. I will never forget recording my first
Stock Dove Columba oenas at my patch or
seeing the first House Sparrow on my street in
ten years. There was also the Shag
Phalacrocorax aristotelis that I watched fishing
alongside the Southbank one summer and the
Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus I gawped at as
it winged its way north across central London,
not to mention the Wryneck Jynx torquilla
preening in a Turkey Oak Quercus cerris on
my patch. The experiences are many and, as
with birding in general, no two days are alike. 

Over 80% of the British population lives
in urban areas and, despite the pessimistic
view to the contrary, the truth is that there is
no city in the country that is devoid of
birdlife. This is even true of the urban centres
of  places like Milton Keynes, Hull and
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Croydon, all of which famously hold no great
architectural promise and have been publi-
cally lambasted for allegedly being devoid of
all feathered life. To all those who doubt the
worth of checking out an inner-city site, I
implore them to grab a pair of binoculars
and take a good look around. Perhaps more
importantly, urban birding is a great way to
engage city folk into the wonders of birds
and nature. You only have to visit an urban
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus watchpoint
to witness it, the wonder on the faces of
people seeing those magnificent falcons for
the first time. It is up to us to encourage these
folk to develop their interest and knowledge
of birds. Indeed, it’s the people in the urban
areas who we need to get on board to bolster
the numbers of conservationists ready to
lend their voices in battle to save species like
the Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus from extinc-
tion as breeders in the UK. Many of us living
in urban areas have lost our connection with
nature. I have found that taking people for a
walk around their area will open their eyes to
the hitherto unnoticed nature that flourishes
around them. 

My message to all you city dwellers stuck in
the cycle of escaping to the country every
weekend is simple: get out there, find an
urban patch and study it. Speak to the locals
and share your passion. Tell them about the
birds that nest there and about the ones that
pass through and soon those people will
spread that information on to their friends. In
time, your patch may become a local focal
point for those interested in wildlife. When
that happens, your job will be done. Oh, and
one last thing: keep looking up!

David Lindo, The Urban Birder


