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In this classic guide, Dr Christopher Hails leads the reader to the major
birdwatching locations in Singapore, identifying the various species
to be found, their appearance, behaviour and habitats. His scholarly
insights into ecology and avian migration, simplified for the lay reader,
are enthralling and illuminating.
The beautiful full-colour illustrations, painted by artist Frank Jarvis
from field sketches and, where essential, from studying skins and nests
in the Raffles’ Collection, offer the highest level of detail and accuracy.

of Singapore

For a relatively tiny island, with such a high ratio of urban
development, Singapore contains a surprisingly large number of birds
– native species as well as seasonal visitors – due to its strategic position
on a migration route between temperate Asia and the eastern tropics.
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Preface to the
paperback edition
When this book was written, 30
years ago, Singapore was taking its
first tentative steps towards integrating
nature with the rapid urbanisation of
the island. The original “Garden City
Campaign” was more than a decade
old, and I had been hired as an ornithologist to “bring back the birds” to
the city, thanks to the personal interest of Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew.
He well understood that a modern,
vibrant, industrious city could only
thrive if its populace had an environment that was clean, green and uplifting. At the end of my project I was
able to make recommendations which,
thanks to the support of the then Minister of National Development, Mr. S.
Dhanabalan, were adopted, implemented and are still being maintained
today.
The survival of nature in the citystate was championed by the formation of the National Parks Board
(NParks), under the initial leadership
of Dr Tan Wee Kiat, which gave rise to
a new culture of valuing Singapore’s
natural heritage. NParks later created a National Biodiversity Centre,
which means Singapore today is a
world leader in understanding the
role of urban biodiversity – a unique

6

contribution from a tropical country. So, the luxuriance of places like
Bukit Timah, Sungei Buloh, MacRitchie forest and others are a normal
and accepted part of the lives of most
Singaporeans. What were simply my
“ecological corridors” for bird movements evolved into Park Connectors,
and these are now a thriving network
of recreational routes across the island.
They are also a network for wildlife:
cicadas sing in East Coast Park where
they didn’t exist before; Pied Hornbills
can be seen along Alexandra Canal;
and in the Botanic Gardens, Magpie
Robins and Red-crowned Barbets can
be found when only a few existed in
the Central Catchment area. Protecting
the “source” of nature, and connecting
them to the “sinks” of naturally-designed urban plantings, has worked
beyond my wildest dreams.
As these efforts have matured and
grown over the decades, so has the
interest from the general public. Nat
ure photography took off when digital
cameras became affordable; the Singapore Nature Society grew into a professional organisation catalysing people’s
interest, and it has a Bird Ecology
Study Group where observers report
their sightings and findings online.

When this book was written, it
was the first one dedicated to Singapore birds since 1927. I intended it to
supplement the practical conservation
work and make nature more easily
accessible to the layperson. Since then,
many new bird guides have followed.
Alas, we could not update the places,
numbers and checklist in this edition
– they reflect the situation in the 1980s.
The more recent texts on the avifauna
of Singapore, or the Bird Ecology
Study Group website, will have the
most up-to-date bird lists and places

to visit. Nonetheless, the paintings of
the late Frank Jarvis are still a delight
to admire, and the descriptions of bird
behaviour and song are without a
shelf-life. Thank you to Marshall Cavendish for their initiative to give “The
Birds of Singapore” new wings and
bring out a paperback edition all these
years later.
Chris Hails
Switzerland
November 2017

About the Author
and Illustrator
Christopher Hails grew up in the north of England, and received
his doctorate in ecology from the University of Stirling, Scotland.
In 1977 he moved to Kuala Lumpur, where he lectured in zoology and ecology at the University of Malaya. In addition to teaching he researched and published works on the ecology of tropical
birds. From 1983 he was an advisor to the Ministry of National
Development in Singapore, where he conducted research on a
variety of applied conservation and other environmental issues.
He moved to Switzerland in 1988, where he worked as part of
the senior management of WWF International until retirement
in 2016. He still writes about birds in between short-term environmental consultancies, and still maintains strong links with
Singapore.
Frank Jarvis (1939–2001) was born in London at the outbreak of
World War II. From a very early age, he not only demonstrated
an unusual deftness and skill with brush and pencil, he was also
passionate about wildlife. By the age of 11, he was keeping meticulous records and illustrating his own notebooks, recording the
nature around him, especially birds.
Upon leaving Hornsey College of Art in the 1960s, his response
to his concern for nature and its conservation led him to become
well known in the world of illustration and bird art. His work is
to be found in the far corners of the world.
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