
Glider Pilots' guide to Soaring Birds

Widespread. Soars
frequently.  
Enjoys com pany of "big
whi te bi rds".
This is the bi rd m ost
frequently encountered

 

Fam i l iar  hover ing over
roadside verges,
Can be confusing when
soar ing. 
Com pare Sparrowhawk

Does not hover , but soars
wel l
Chases sm al ler  bi rds,
som etim es in  dive

Kestrel  long poin ted
wings.  Sparrowhawk
blunter .  If i t shows signs
of hover ing, i t's
a Kestrel .  Flap-gl ide is
typical  of Sparrowhawk

The m ost l ikely gu l l  to be seen
soar ing, often in  loose untidy
gaggles

Here we have bi rds that you are less l ikely to find casual ly, except of course the Com m on Swi ft.   Swi fts don 't soar  but are excel lent therm al  m arkers

The fam i l iar  Heron does
som etim es soar . 
Note kinked neck.

Looks very dark in  fl ight.
Com m on over  lakes and gravel
pi ts England.
Soars on ly occasional ly.

Magni ficent, uncom m on
raptor .  Surpr isingly
sm al l . Dives at prey.
Nests cl i ffs, quarr ies, even
tal l  bu i ldings

Rapidly increasing in
abundance. Now com m on in
the Chi l terns, par ticu lar ly
around the M40 cutting.
Colon ies m any other  areas.
Exper t at low level  soar ing.

Swi fts chase insects that
have been caught in
therm als, som etim es to
great heights.  
Often in  large flocks.
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Swi fts are sum m er visi tors, May to ear ly August.  Don 't confuse wi th   Swal lows and House Mar tins.  Sci m i tar  shaped winds are the clue

The juveni le Black Headed Gul l  is com m on but m ight confuse the unwary in to th inking they have found a rar i ty.  But the others are good find

Sum m er visi tor  to Scotland and
now Rutland Water .
Migrating bi rds seen near  lakes
and reservoi rs Apr i l  and again
August to October .
Outl ine alm ost gu l l  shape. 
A very black and whi te bi rd

Much sm al ler  than Osprey and
not real ly l ikely to confuse.
Al l  gu l ls soar  but are di fficu l t to
identi fy.
Black Headed adul ts are
com m onest

Fai r ly com m on coastal  distr icts. 
Also Fens.  Fl ies absurdly
slowly wi th  wings held h igh. 
Rarely soars

Extrem ely rare visi tor
(plus som e escapes from  bi rd
col lections) . Soars m agni ficently
wi th  far  fewer  continual
adjustm ents - i t fl ies m uch m ore
l ike a real  gl ider  

The real  rar i ties

May to Septem ber  on ly.
Very rare. No m ore than about 
a dozen pai rs in  Br i tain . 
HQ around the Wash.
Note black l ine along wings 
(Marsh Harr ier  does not have)
Example shown is male. 
All adult male Harriers grey on
wings.  Females and juveniles
brownish

Very rare sum m er visi tor
(May to Septem ber)
HQs near  the Wash and
Clum ber  Park, Notts 

Honey is sim i lar  to Com m on
Buzzard
Main clue is angle of wings
when soar ing, but also but
"pigeon head" ( less fierce)

Golden Eagle needs a tr ip to the
nor th west of Scotland.
They m ight be seen on the r idge
at Feshie.  The am ount of whi te
on the underside of the wing
var ies wi th  age being m ost on
younger  bi rds

Near ly al l  "Eagles" repor ted by bi rdwatchers are in  fact Buzzards

This is not an exclusive l ist - for  exam ple Rooks and Ravens h i l l  soar .  Fu lm ars fly m agni ficently along cl i ffs.  
There are other  bi rds that you are m ost un l ikely to see -  Cranes need a visi t to the Nor folk Broads ( where they are very rare anyway)  

Images loosely adapted from Collins, Helm, Pica and other guides

I don 't suppose th is has whetted your  appeti te for  bi rdwatch ing.  But just in  case i t has, m ay I recom m end a good guide?
"Pocket Guide to the Bi rds of Br i tain" from  Pica Press. ISBN 1-873403-49-6  L ink to order  gu ide

Bi rding needn't clash wi th  gl iding.  Som e of the best bi rdwatch ing is in  the depths of winter  when we get an in flux of Nor thern bi rds that th ink our  winters are warm !
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