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Have you seen a bird today? Probably, unless you 
haven’t got out of bed yet.

When we see something all the time, it’s easy to 
forget that it’s extraordinary. Mistaking the world 
for ordinary is a terrible habit that you should 
always struggle against. It’s much worse than 
even picking your nose.

You can remind yourself how remarkable 
something is by breaking it up into pieces in your 
mind. A bird investigator specializes in doing this 
with birds. 
 
Just look at this outrageous life form!
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Omnibird means “the universal bird,” because 
when you’re an avian detective you have a dossier 
of intelligence on every single bird in the universe 
(there are over 10,000 of them), even if you don’t 
know their names. 

Investigating a bird is like solving a puzzle. To 
gather all the pieces, you look for clues. What sort 
of beak does it have? What do its toes look like? 
Then you just need to learn which feet do which 
jobs and which beaks eat which meals (that’s what 
this book is for), and you’ll find you can deduce all 
sorts of facts about your bird and its way of life.

The more birds you inspect, the more you’ll start 
to notice patterns, similarities and differences 
that will all add to your omnibird case file. You’ll 
be able to look at any bird and see immediately 
which puzzle pieces fit.

Conveniently, you can investigate birds even when 
you can’t see any. They leave clues everywhere.

In the same way a famous detective can tell  
what you had for breakfast by the pattern on  
your socks . . .

YOU can learn how to tell what a bird had for 
breakfast by the shape of its beak.

Thrillingly, the ancient ancestors of that sparrow 
outside your window were carnivorous dinosaurs 
called theropods. 

When most dinosaurs went extinct, flighty little 
theropods survived because they were small, could 
travel by air and weren’t fussy about what they ate.

Then evolution did its work for the next 65 million 
years and gave us all these magnificent creatures to live 
alongside us in our cities, streets, parks and backyards.
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And what do you do with all this information 
when your brain is bulging with observations  
and knowledge? Some suggestions:

So get out of bed (or just open the curtains), sally 
forth and detect avians wherever you go and at 
any time. Even daydreaming about what it would 
feel like to be a bird—that counts. Revel in the 
ludicrous and the beautiful, and remember, the 
world is very, very strange. 
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You could dress like a tree or a rock if it helps you 
get into character.

Some birds are much bolder than others. 
Sometimes it’s because they’ve seen SO many 
people that they’re not afraid, and in other cases 
it’s because they’ve seen so few people, they don’t 
know there’s anything to be scared of.

In parks and towns, many birds will come close 
because you look like you could drop some food. 
Around wild birds, you need to employ more 
advanced techniques.

You can put birds at ease by acting as if you don’t 
even care that they’re there. If you stalk them like 
a predator, that’s what they’ll think you are.

If you stumble across a dead bird, don’t touch 
it as birds can carry disease that’s harmful to 
humans. If you are careful, you can look at 
it or poke it (in a sensible way) with a stick. 
It might be the only time you ever see really 
close-up details, like whiskers and foot scales. 
If you have been near  
a dead bird, don’t suck  
on your fingers or put  
them up your nose.  
That’s dangerously  
foolish! Wash your  
hands thoroughly!
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When birds are way up in the sky, it can be tricky 
to see their usual distinctive features. It’s hard 
to spot their beaks, and you can’t usually see 

their feet at all, let alone count their toes.  But a 
different set of clues reveals the identity of even 
the most distant bird.
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A big squawk of thanks to Dr Colin Miskelly  
and Dr Edin Whitehead, ornithologists (and good eggs).
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