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10 Reasons to Be Alive to Birds 

By Tim Low 

Beauty. The colours, movement and sounds of birds afford 

much pleasure. Birds are living feather-clad art, and the more 

attuned you become to their beauty the more pleasure there is 

in being outside. 

A larger sense of community. By getting to know your 

neighbourhood of birds, ‘community’ can come to mean so 

much more than the people you nod to while strolling to the 

local store. Life is richer and friendlier if you acknowledge the 

comings and goings and family dramas in the trees around 

you. While it is rude to stare through windows you can watch 

birds arguing and mating with impunity. 

Experience “nature hits”.  Every so often you see something so special that the experience gives you a jolt – you 

see a bird enter a hidden nest, aerial acrobatics, or an especially shy or rare bird. As with a surge of powerful 

music, there’s an aesthetic hit that can lift your mood. This can happen anywhere. I’ve been stuck in freeway 

traffic when a sparrowhawk diving on a dove on the grass nearby gave me a rush of adrenalin.   

Develop your senses. Birds train you to become better at seeing and hearing with discernment. You find yourself 

noticing that a broken branch up high is actually a frogmouth, and distant calls that are unusual command your 

attention, no matter what you are doing, because you have trained your ears to home in on anything distinctive. 

You take in more.    

Surrogate hunting. Our ancestors hunted with skill to obtain food, and birdwatchers acquire some of the same 

skills when they ‘hunt’ for rare or skulking birds. Such skills as creeping quietly through a thicket, recognising 

subtle signs of feeding, and identifying distant flying birds from their profiles, are becoming rarer with increasing 

urbanisation but the exercise of these skills can be very satisfying. I don’t know if there is such a thing as an urge 

to hunt, but if there is, birdwatchers are in a position to gratify that. Those who photograph the birds they find 

get to “shoot” them, in a non-harmful way. 

Relaxation. The bush offers a soothing escape from city living, and birds provide a motive to spend time outside 

relaxing. Many people are so goal-orientated today that a walk in the bush can seem pointless unless it has a 

clear purpose, and birds provide that. This could explain why birdwatching and bird photography are almost the 

only nature-based activities that are increasing rather than decreasing in popularity. 

Competition. Many people like to compete with themselves or their peers and the accumulation of a long list of 

birds is for many birders very rewarding. An Australian life list of more than 600 species bestows status, because it 

requires skill as well as effort. 

You might meet a doctor. Birds that are difficult to identify, or which are glimpsed only briefly, provide an 

opportunity to practise careful diagnosis. You have to decide whether the features you saw allow for a definitive 

identification. Many doctors enjoy birdwatching because they like diagnosis. Following a small brown bird 

http://www.penguin.com.au/contributors/2565/tim-low


through a forest, while compiling a list of its features, is like asking a patient a series of questions, because in both 

situations the goal is to identify something that is not obvious. 

Raise your ecological IQ. The environmental problems the world faces can seem very abstract and remote to city 

dwellers. By getting to know birds in different settings you inevitably learn something about their responses to 

human impacts, and also the responses to human impacts of the plants they use. That can lead to understanding 

of soils, landscapes, fire and human changes to these. Birds are such good indicators of habitat that a list of birds 

detected at a site can be read as detailed information about the vegetation and climate at that site. The world 

makes more sense if you can understand it ecologically, and birds can help with that.  

10 things you may not know about birds 

Tim Low, author of Where Song Began: Australia’s birds and how they changed the world, shares 10 things 

you may not know about birds 

1. Australia has the world’s most violent birds 

2. Australia gave the world its songbirds, the birds that can sing 

3. More than half the world’s birds have ancestors in Australia 

4. Australia was the most important continent for bird evolution 

5. Australia has the world’s most dangerous garden birds, the cassowary and magpie Australia’s bellbirds and 

cockatoos are blamed for killing forests 

6. Actor Katherine Hepburn had an obsession with lyrebirds 

7. The dodo had Australian ancestors 

8. Australia’s birds can help our eucalypts survive climate change 

9. Australia gave the world parrots and songbirds, the smartest of all birds 

10. Australia is a land of smart, loud, long-lived aggressive birds 

Five facts about Australian birds 

1. To defend themselves, cassowaries kick. Their main weapon is a spike-like claw on their inner toe, up to 12cm 

long 

  

2. The world's most promiscuous birds are Australian magpies, followed by Australian fairy-wrens Europe¹s 

nightingales and robins 

  

3. The white-winged chough is the only bird to practice slavery, and one of the few to use tools. It has extreme 

social displays during which the eye conjunctiva engorge with blood 

  



4. Australia leads the world for attacks by bird species on each other 

  

5. Country folk in times past mistook Australia’s treecreepers for woodpeckers, because they also drum on wood 

for insects 


