ARE THERE ABERDEVINES IN YOUR GARDEN?
Chris Sanders
wo of the most attractive birds that come to our garden feeders are the siskin and
the goldfinch. Besides their beautiful plumage, both of these have a large number
of features of interest, not least the range of different names by which they are
known both in Britain and abroad. Even the formal biological name of the
Eurasian siskin has changed in recent years, from Carduelis spinus to Spinus spinus,
reflecting its reclassification from the large genus of finches to a genus of its own.
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Our name, siskin, comes from an old
German word zeischen meaning ‘whistler’
or ‘chirper’, but they were also known,
especially when referring to caged birds,
as aberdevines, a word of obscure origin
which may relate to the Welsh word for
alder trees; this is paralleled in the French
tarin des aulnes or alder finch. In contrast,
the Welsh and Gaelic names refer to its
appearance ̶ pila gwyrdd (green garment)
and gealag-bhuidhe (yellow haired)
respectively.

Pupils of the Imperial School of
Jurisprudence in St Petersburg were
known as ‘siskins’ because their green
uniforms with yellow buttonholes and
A siskin lunching on conifer seeds
cuffs reflected the colours of the siskin’s
plumage.
The school was disbanded
during the October Revolution of 1917, but there is now a tiny commemorative statue of a
siskin, known as Chizhik-Pyzhik, located close to where the school stood.

Siskins are small, slender birds with dark-streaked, yellow-green plumage, black
foreheads and little dark bibs. They are mainly found in conifer forests, favouring larch
seeds in summer and moving to alder seeds in winter. The bird’s call note, from which its
common name derives, is a high ‘tsy-zi’; like many finches, it is conversational in habit
and flocks keep up a constant music of flight calls and twittering song as they move about.
The number of siskins in the UK has risen greatly in recent years, as they have benefited
from two trends: the more widespread coverage of commercial conifer forests since the
war, and the increased popularity of feeding birds in our gardens. Before the 1960s,
siskins were effectively confined to conifers and rarely, if ever, seen elsewhere. They
started coming into gardens in the very cold winter of 1963 and have steadily increased
since – the British Trust for Ornithology estimated there were 40,000 pairs in the UK in
1970; by 1990 this had increased to 360,000 pairs, with a steady rise since. It has been
suggested that the rising popularity of feeding garden birds has been partially caused by
the increased presence of these very attractive birds in our gardens.
Their seasonal distribution is also marked by the fact that they have an unusual migration
pattern. Every few years they migrate southwards in larger numbers, and the
overwintering populations in the Iberian Peninsula increase greatly. This event has been
the subject of diverse theories; one suggests that it occurs in those years when Norway
spruce trees produce abundant fruit in the centre and north of Europe, causing
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populations to increase. An alternative theory is that greater migration occurs when the
preferred food of alder or birch seed fails. The fact that siskins periodically disappear
from an area has probably given rise to the German folk tale that they can lay magic eggs
that make them invisible.
The goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis), one
of the most striking common birds, has
a very wide range of local names in the
UK, including King Harry’s redcap,
seven-coloured linnet, lady with twelve
flounces and sheriff’s man; one name thistle finch, harking back to the AngloSaxon thisteltuige or ‘thistle tweaker’ - is
based on its most common food, as is
the French name chardonneret, literally
‘thistler’. The Gaelic, lasair choille (flame
of the wood), is very expressive, while
the Welsh is simply nico.

The goldfinch has a red face and a
black-and-white head. The back and
flanks are buff or chestnut brown. The
black wings have a broad yellow bar.
The tail is black and the rump is white.
Males and females are very similar, but
Goldfinches enjoy sunflower hearts
females have a slightly smaller red area
from our garden feeders
on the face. Their preferred food is
small seeds, such as those from thistles (the Latin name is from Carduus, a genus of
thistles) and teasels, but insects are also taken when feeding young. It also regularly visits
bird feeders in winter.
Goldfinches are attracted to back gardens in Europe and North America by bird-feeders
containing niger (commercially described as nyjer) seed. The seed of the African yellow
daisy, Guizotia abyssinica, was originally called niger, in reference to the plant’s geographic
origin of Nigeria. Special polycarbonate
feeders with small oval slits, at which
the goldfinches feed, are available.
However, when we had a nyjer feeder in
our garden we never saw a goldfinch
from one year to the next; now they flock
to the sunflower hearts in ordinary
feeders.
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Goldfinches are commonly kept and
bred in captivity around the world
because of their distinctive appearance
and pleasant song.
The well-known
collective noun a ‘charm of goldfinches’
originates from the Old English chirm
which meant ‘the chattering of birds or
children’. In Britain during the 19th
century, many thousands of goldfinches
were trapped each year to be sold as
cage-birds. It is said that 132,000 were

The colourful plumage of the goldfinch
is a cheering sight in winter

taken in a single year in Worthing, and one collector caught twelve dozen in a morning on
waste ground in central London. Concerns about this trade, together with objections to
the use of great crested grebe plumage in ladies’ hats, was one of the driving forces for the
foundation of the Fur and Feather League, which later combined with other organisations
to form the Society for the Protection of Birds, now the RSPB.
Because of the thistle seeds it eats, in Christian symbolism the goldfinch is associated with
Christ’s Passion and his crown of thorns. The goldfinch, appearing in paintings of the
Madonna and Christ child, represents the foreknowledge Jesus and Mary had of the
Crucifixion. It also plays a sinister role in Heironymus Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly
Delights, offering grapes to several men alongside a robin, which represents lust, possibly
symbolising the corruption of the Church.
Besides its religious significance, the goldfinch is also associated with riches. As an old
saying has it:
‘If a swallow flies over a girl, she will marry a sailor; if a sparrow, she’ll marry a poor man
but be happy, but, if a goldfinch, she’ll marry a millionaire’.
Further reading: Birds Britannica by Mark Cocker and Richard Mabey
British Birds, Their Folklore, Names and Literature by Francesca Greenoak

D First published in the Scottish and Northern Borders Newsletter, May 2018 C

