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INTRODUCTION

In this book, you will learn all sorts of fascinating facts
and surprising details about birds. You will find answers to
why birds don't have ears, how the striking, radiant pink
flamingo gets its coloring, and why the Marabou Stork looks so
grotesque. You will be delighted by the tantalizing iridescence
of the Ruby-throated Hummingbird and annoyed at the sneaky
and deceptive cowbird. You will be inspired by the long
migration of the Arctic Tern and astounded by the complex
system of air sacs that helps a bird breathe.
Birds are all around us. They permeate our lives with their
sweet melodies. Perhaps we do not think about birds enough
because they are always there and we have grown to take them
for granted.
Whether we realize it or not, birds are embedded deep into
the various cultures of the world. They are in mythology, like
Huginn and Muninn, the ravens of Norse mythology, which
flew around the world gathering news for Odin. Aphrodite,
sometimes known as the Divine Lady of the Doves, rode a
chariot drawn by doves. Birds are in old British superstitions.
The appearance of a Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) was once
thought to signify an important event, such as the birth of a
hero, in Wales. A lone eagle on a crag foretold the arrival of
an enemy. Birds have symbolized freedom, victory, goodness,
purity, peace, power, wisdom, and many other things.
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CHAPTER 6

Feet and Bone Structure

Feet
Did you know that most birds walk exclusively on their
toes? Another distinguishing characteristic of birds that makes
them stand out from other flying animals is that they walk on
two feet, whereas other flying animals walk on four or six.
The skin covering the unfeathered part of a bird's legs
and feet is called the podotheca. The legs and feet can be a
bit confusing, as the wings generally cover much of the leg,
making it tempting to forget that birds walk on their toes. What
appears to be the lower leg, but is actually the back of the foot,
is the tarsometatarsus, commonly referred to as the tarsus.
Most birds have four toes in one of five different
arrangements. The most common toe arrangement is called an
anisodactyl pattern: three toes point forward with one hind toe
called the hallux.
There are four main types of webbed feet: lobed,
palmated, semipalmated, and totipalmated. Lobed feet have
flat, paddle-shaped toes. Palmated feet are the most common
type, in which the feet are webbed between the front three
toes only. Semipalmated feet have a partial webbing on the
front toes only. And totipalmated feet are all webbed, with all
four toes facing forward.
Not every bird is graceful on its feet. Some are quite
clumsy! Many aquatic birds have legs and feet that allow them
35

The Book of Birds

36

anisodactyl

palmate

syndactyl

totipalmate

zygodactyl

semipalmate

lobate

to swim efficiently and swiftly, since they spend most of their
time in the water. But if you ever observe them on land, they
look quite awkward, often waddling about. Similarly, birds
that spend most of their time in flight tend to have small legs
and feet and walk with a bit of a shuffle. Some aerial birds, like
hummingbirds, don't walk at all because their feet are too tiny
and weak, though they are great for perching and scratching.
Watch out for those flightless birds. The Ostrich (Struthio
camelus) is one of the fastest birds, running at speeds up to fortyfive miles per hour. Because Ostriches do not fly, they have
incredibly strong legs, which they need for migration. Ostriches
run hundreds of miles
during their migration
season. In one stride, an
Ostrich can cover up to
sixteen feet. That's more
than the length of three
ten-year-old humans laid
head to foot!
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Bone Structure
Birds might make flight appear effortless, but it is actually
incredibly demanding. One of the ways that birds are specially
designed for flight is their bone structure. Many of their bones
are pneumatic (which is derived from the Greek word for
"wind," pneuma), meaning that they are hollow, porous, and
connected to their respiratory system. The hollowness of the
bones decreases weight, while simultaneously supporting their
much-needed, constant supply
of fresh air. The bones find
strength from the multitude of
struts scattered throughout.
Compared to reptiles and
mammals, birds have a small

