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FEATHERS: MORE

THAN COLOURS

Birds are the only living animals that still have feathers. 
Feathers fulfil many different tasks: down feathers 
keep the body warm, wing and tail feathers enable 
flight and the colors of the feathers play a role in 
courtship display.

Structure of a flight feather
The shaft carries feather branches on both sides. The 
hooks of these branches interlock like Velcro, giving 
the feather strength and flexibility. If this interlocking 
is released, nothing is destroyed. If the bird now draws 
the feather through its beak, the connections are 
restored.

The most feathers have been counted in a Tundra 
swan Cygnus columbianus in winter: 25216. For 
comparison: songbirds have 2000-4000 feathers. In 
winter, birds in cold areas have more feathers than in 
summer to protect themselves against the cold. 
Birds are among the most colorful animals. The color 
of the feathers is mostly determined by different 
pigments (melanin, carotenoids). The blue color, on 
the other hand, is caused by iridescence due to the 
microscopic structure of the feather.
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Flight of birds

Flight costs a lot of energy. When the large pectoral 
muscle contracts, the wing is moved downwards. 
When the small pectoral muscle contracts, the wing 
moves upwards with the help of a tendon. The large 
pectoral muscle is the strongest muscle in the bird: it 
represents about 15% of the total weight.
 
The average flight speed of most birds is 30-50 km/h. 
The Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus can reach 
speeds of 180 - 300 km/h by diving.

Some large birds (storks, vultures) use warm ascending 
winds (thermals) to gain height that enables them to 
glide to the next thermal in order to save energy.


