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I 
am privileged to be part of the team 
working on a fascinating book on 
the cultural importance of birds 
worldwide, along with one of our 
finest writers on birds, Mark Cocker, 

and international bird photographer david 
Tipling. building on the success of an 
earlier, best-selling book, Birds Britannica, 
this new and larger work explores timeless 
themes that have modern resonances, as 
well as completely new responses. Topics 
covered range from an analysis of the true 
significance of the albatross in Coleridge’s 
famous poem The Ancient Mariner, to 
the current status of cockfighting and the 
background to the ancient Egyptian sacred 

animal tombs, where millions of ibises were 
mummified and accorded ritual burial.

Crucially, the book – entitled Birds and 
People – depends on contributions from the 
public. These include letters, diary extracts, 
journals and field notes, poems, photographs, 
artworks and even recipes, covering every 
conceivable way we interact with birds.

already contributions have come in from 54 
countries and diverse sources, ranging from 
Maoris, Mayans and Zulus to renowned writers 
such as Margaret atwood and a prisoner serving 
a life term in an american jail. The aim of 
including all these apparently disparate voices 
is for them to build into a worldwide chorus on 
the cultural place of birds in our world.

wHy THE wOndEr wITH bIrdS?
It is hardly surprising birds capture our 
collective imagination in so many ways. 
Most of the 10,000-odd species are active 
by day, and many stand out thanks to bright 
or otherwise distinctive plumage. Their calls 
and songs are often loved for their beauty. 
The lives of these creatures, with the 
enviable freedom bestowed by flight, are at 
once so different from ours and yet evoke 
such powerful feelings of connectedness. 
and birds are everywhere, in landscapes of 
all kinds. From remote mountains and dense 
jungles to city centres, in our minds, as 
symbols or similes in our art, music, poetry 
and literature and as powerful metaphors in 

the very languages we speak (as wise as an 
owl, larking or swanning about, eating like a 
gannet, crowing in triumph, for example).

a lOvE-HaTE rElaTIOnSHIP
To give a flavour of the range of topics 
being examined, I’ll describe those relating 
to a couple of birds in a little more detail, 
starting with cormorants. One or more of 
the 38 species of these big, dark, aquatic 
birds are found along coasts and inland 
waters across much of the world. They 
range from the great cormorant and shag 
in this country, familiar to seaside visitors 
as silhouettes perched on rocks with wings 
hung out to dry in heraldic pose, to the 

flightless species of the gàlapagos Islands 
that fascinated darwin. 

Unfortunately, their skill as expert fishers has 
often earned cormorants the wrath of humans 
seeking the same food resource, for commerce 
or pleasure. generally operating on assumption 
and hearsay rather than scientific evidence, 
this demonisation reached fever pitch on 
recent websites where british anglers referred 
to the birds as the black plague or black death 
and called for their extermination. across the 
atlantic, war was waged on the double-crested 
cormorant. The armoury of weapons involved 
in scaring or destroying the birds or their eggs 
included fireworks, sirens, helium balloons and 
even flamethrowers and laser guns.

FISHErMan’S FrIEnd
On the other hand, a far more benign 
relationship evolved at least 2,300 years 
ago in the far east, between fishermen 
and tame cormorants in China and Japan, 
and continues to this day. In China, fishing 
with great cormorants is still employed as a 
method of subsistence fishing, and occurs 
widely throughout the southern part of the 
country. The birds are so well trained that 
they are allowed to fly, swim and dive free. 
although often fitted with a small bamboo 
float on their legs so their owner can 
retrieve them with a pole if necessary, they 
show an impressive ability to return to the 
right boat, even when many fishermen 
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are working closely together. Some highly 
prized individuals, hatched from eggs 
brooded by chickens and hand-reared by 
their trainers, are described as ‘docile and 
obedient as dogs’. 

The practice in Japan, where the species 
used is the Japanese cormorant, evolved into 
a far more formal affair, especially after it was 
taken up by the educated gentry – and even 
more so nowadays, when it is sustained by 
tourist interest. The technique, too, differs from 
that used in China. Fishing in Japan is mainly 
by night, and the birds are held throughout 
the operation on long leashes traditionally 
fashioned from spruce fibres. Up to a dozen 
birds are released from bamboo baskets on 
each long, narrow boat, where a fire in a metal 
basket illuminates the scene – immortalised in 
many classic prints by artists such as Hiroshige. 
as with the Chinese birds, a neck ring prevents 
the birds swallowing the fish they catch until it 
is removed to allow them a reward.

It is remarkable that such an effective 
method of fishing didn’t spread elsewhere, 
although an intriguing attempt has come to 
light. Two European monarchs, James I of 
England (1566–1625) and louis XIII of France 
(1601–1643) simultaneously developed a 
passion for keeping cormorants for fishing. 
James is known to have invested a small fortune 
on the sport, maintaining a large stock of birds 
in london under the care of The King’s Master 
of Cormorants, and taking them with him  
on hunting expeditions to Cambridgeshire  
and norfolk.

rEgal EaglES
Far more familiar in terms of connection 
with royalty are eagles. For thousands 
of years they have featured heavily in 
mythology and iconography of a variety of 
cultures and civilisations. They were of vital 
importance as messengers of the paramount 
greek god Zeus and his roman equivalent 
Jove and for leading armies into battle on 
ensigns, crests and flags. Through the ages, 
eagles have represented the whole gamut 
of human attributes and aspirations, from 
faith, fertility and freedom to immortality, 
and from generosity and fortitude to evil 
and rapacity. 

Traditionally, in the ancient sport of 
falconry these majestic birds were reserved 
for emperors. golden eagles are still used by 
nomadic people in central asia to hunt prey 
such as foxes and even the mighty eagle 
owl, the world’s largest owl, itself capable of 
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Previous page bai cormorant fisherman on lake Erhai, dali, 
yunnan, China © Pete Oxford/naturepl.com

This page Traditional Kazakh hunters ride in to the annual 
Eagle Hunters’ Festival in Ulgii, western Mongolia © david Tipling
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killing powerful birds of prey and mammals 
as large as young deer. Every autumn, the 
top hunters gather together at an annual 
festival in the altai Mountains in Kazakhstan 
to show off their birds and prowess at 
working with these splendid raptors. neatly 
underscoring Birds and People’s theme of 
synergy between birds and humans, david 
Tipling’s photographs of Mongolian hunters 
won the Indigenous Cultures category in 
Nature’s Best Photography magazine’s 
2009 competition, the US equivalent of our 
Wildlife Photographer of the Year.

gaTHErIng MaTErIal
as with Birds Britannica, my work as 
researcher is refreshingly varied. In the  
space of just a few weeks I may be 
researching images of the ostrich feather 
boa worn by Marilyn Monroe, the 
significance of birds depicted on murals at 
Pompeii and the abuse of chickens in vast 
intensive batteries. as well as involving 
conversations and emails with a huge 
variety of people, from other ornithologists 
to cookery writers and from art historians 
and musicians to zoo-keepers, much of my 
work is done in libraries, museums and art 
galleries. They include not only the richly 
endowed major collections such as those 
of the natural History Museum in South 
Kensington and Tring, the british library, 
the london library, the british Museum 
and victoria & albert Museum, the Pitt-
rivers Museum in Oxford or the Scott Polar 
research Institute in Cambridge, but also 
smaller establishments at home and abroad. 

while I have been beavering away, Mark 
and david have been busy investigating the 
bird/human interface in such different places 
as nebraska, the Philippines and argentina. 
recently, in australia they have investigated 
and photographed many facets relating to the 
special birds of this unique island continent, 
including huge cassowaries and their reputation 

as the world’s most dangerous birds, the 
perennially popular parrots such as cockatoos 
and brilliantly coloured rosellas and the 
remarkable family of bowerbirds – the supreme 
architects of the avian world. 

like most naturalists, I too like to get 
outdoors in this country and further afield, 
and this often brings fresh opportunities for 
research. These have ranged from exploring the 
close bonds between farmers and demoiselle 
cranes in rajasthan to looking at the vital 
part played by ravens, eagles, owls and other 
birds in native american art, mythology and 
shamanism in northwest north america. I’m 
also investigating the iconic status of the 
world’s largest grouse, the capercaillie, in places 
such as northern Spain and austria. 

How to get involved

>> Birds and People is a joint venture 
between the core team of Mark, David and 
me, the publisher – Random House – BirdLife 
International and of course the public 
contributors. A contribution can be anything 
that illuminates our wider relationship with 
birds. Your story may describe how birds help 
define your sense of place, season and even 
yourself, it may be a tribute to a favourite 
species, or a piece of surviving folklore  
or mythology. 

>> Contributions can be emailed to 
markcocker@randomhouse.co.uk, or sent  
to Birds and People, c/o Random House,  
20 Vauxhall Bridge Road, London SW1V 2SA. 
For more information about the project  
and our team, please visit  
www.birdsandpeople.org

Right a male satin bowerbird brings a pen to add to the 
other blue objects adorning his bower, lamington national 
Park, Queensland, australia © david Tipling

The aim of including all these 
apparently disparate voices is for them 
to build into a worldwide chorus on the 
cultural place of birds in our world


