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Dedicated to the memory of Bill, Bob, Kath & Jenny


FOREWORD

If there’s one type of bird I have a strong affinity with, it’s definitely the singy songy fellas. They kind of wake up the world with their vocals. It’s a little known fact, but that’s not them getting up, you know; it’s them having not been to bed yet. Often they’ve had a drink, too. They’re feathery show offs. Who cares that an albatross has got the biggest set of wings – those dudes are bad luck. Nope, believe me, it’s the songbirds that are the open-beaked frontmen of the feathered world. Long may they rock …

Tim Burgess, The Charlatans
October 2012


INTRODUCTION

Birdsong is a part of the natural stereo soundtrack to our everyday lives. Some songs stop us in our tracks with their warmth and dexterity, but mostly the quacks, clucks, trills, tweets, kronks, peeps, zing pings, keee-orrs and crowings go ignored or unnoticed. Sadly, some of these songs aren’t half as common as they used to be, whilst some songs are growing in popularity day by day. The sound of birds is all around us; we just have to stop and listen.
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DAWN CHORUS

Not a music television presenter, though I did actually have a music teacher at school called Mrs Melody. An hour before the sun rises over the horizon in spring, the woodland choirs stir and warm up their vocal cords and the misty morning air with songs and sine waves of every shape and colour. Throughout the season each choir grows with newly arrived migrant visitors, building dense layer upon layer and eventually creating a cacophony of industrial proportions. A heady brew that we mainly just sleep through.

Scientists can’t explain the Dawn Chorus as it doesn’t seem to serve much purpose or practicality; I doubt they ever will either, as they can’t logically explain that the birds are full of the joys of spring and so glad to be alive that they sing their songs to the rising sun with gusto.

Lapwing
Vanellus vanellus

[image: image]

Once a common voice within our aural landscape, the call of the Lapwing was heard loud and clear throughout British arable lands, meadows and marshes. So common a sound, in fact, that many people know this handsome plover, resplendent in a green and black iridescent smoking jacket, by his call alone: the ‘peewit’.

It’s an instantly recognisable call that matches his distinguished look and territorial acrobatic aerial displays. Due to changes in farming techniques and increased use of pesticides, Lapwing numbers have hit crisis level, dropping disastrously in the last thirty years. That is why the peewit sings the blues.
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Bittern
Botaurus stellaris

[image: image]

Deep in the marshlands, far beyond where any Coot or Moorhen dares to tread, dwells a creature part myth and part Heron; a bird rarely seen but widely talked of in hushed tones, as if the slightest movement ten miles away will push him deeper into the fen. Every spring the male stealthily makes his way through the reeds to a clearing at the water’s edge and releases his guttural sonic ‘boom’. Like the sub-bass of an illegal rave, the boom can be heard through the countryside for up to a mile. The Bittern huffs in air, filling his neck like a pair of tweed bellows, and in a controlled bark gently releases the sound in the hope of arousing a lady Bittern, who is just as clandestine and shy as her beau with the boom.
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Mute Swan
Cygnus olor
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For a bird that is supposedly mute, this graceful and iconic river dweller isn’t half a parrot. With grumbles, groans and a pantomime villain’s hiss, the Mute Swan is very much an audible presence within the world of birdsong. My most treasured swan song is heard when the cygnets are looking big, confident and fluffy as they follow their proud parents upstream, yet they still have the squeaky voices of week-old puppies.

Canada Goose
Branta canadensis
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We all know this Canadian mob from parks and the riverside, familiar with them putting on a hustle for bread crusts or just generally hanging about as if they were people too. They’re not aggressive, they’re just trying to fit in. That’s what is immediately striking about these introduced waterfowl: their friendliness. You would never catch any other geese being quite as polite as they arrive at their second home for the winter months.

As admirable and affable in company as the Canada Goose is, you can’t beat the sight of a great wedge of them, spread in a V formation against the autumn sky, ‘honking’ their heads off. Like a group of lads between pubs, the configuration just about holds together, powered by sheer determination.
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Eider
Somateria mollissima
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Found way, way up north, these salt-water ducks are big old boys with lovely soft feathers. Their prattle sounds like gossipy conversation behind another duck’s back: ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ rather than the ‘quack quack quack’ we’re used to from the irrepressible Mallards that frequent every neighbourhood in the UK.

Coot
Fulica atra
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Why not a Moorhen? They’re prettier, with a red and yellow head shield, not bald as a Coot … But have you ever seen a Coot’s feet? Exactly! Like weird, scaly, deflated washing-up gloves, which handily help them to walk on water (if the water is full of weeds, that is). The size of a Moorhen wearing a swimming cap, the Coot is not really known for his call, but you will recognise it as a loud honk.
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Oystercatcher
Haematopus ostralegus
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A sturdy, handsome pied coastal bird with a taste for all manner of cockles, limpets and other molluscs. A born romantic who doesn’t rely on his scintillating orange beak, fancy dancing and aphrodisiacs to lure the ladies; the Oystercatcher just sings (or shouts, to be honest) his heart out. It’s not the prettiest of songs by any stretch of the imagination, but it certainly works.
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Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta
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Striking, elegant and graceful, the Avocet belongs on the catwalks of Paris rather than in the boggy coastal sanctuaries of Suffolk. Alas, for such a stunner, the call is a croaker, but then again I bet you would sound a bit weird with your nose pointing upside down.

Snipe
Gallinago gallinago
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With a beak like a broom handle, it’s not hard to see why a song isn’t always on the lips of a Snipe. A mottled coat for camouflage rather than flirting, and a song for conversing rather than courting, it’s the Snipe’s aerial flare that is a hit with the ladies. That ‘peep peep peep’ doesn’t sound too bad now, does it?
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Woodcock
Scolopax rusticola
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Something he’s eaten doesn’t agree with the Woodcock – you can hear him coming a mile off: ‘Fart fart fart Peep! Fart fart fart Peep! Fart fart fart Peep!’, or a couple of shuffle pumps and a tommy squeaker, to give the ‘song’ its scientific name. It’s hard to imagine that this little set of bagpipes is considered a delicacy and hunted in many parts of Europe. Best advice I can give the poor chap is to keep upwind of the idiots with the shotguns.

Curlew
Numenius arquata
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You’re lost in the foggy marshes, you hear a ghostly wail … is it the Hound of the Baskervilles? Cathy searching for Heathcliff? An American Werewolf in Yorkshire? Nope, you’re probably hearing the melancholy sonnet of the Curlew. Taking into consideration his largish size and amazingly long beak, this estuary bird is quite adept with sound, and his sad lament has become a favourite with fishermen and riverside ramblers.
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Great Black-backed Gull
Larus marinus
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Nature’s cruel messenger. Big as an Alsatian – and keeps growing to the ripe old age of thirty – with a menacing glare and a fearsome, permanently blood-stained beak that could have come from any poor animal, bird or person. Top of the food chain, nothing is off the menu for the Great Black-backed Gull. An ear-splitting ‘kee-orr’ shriek announces his arrival, a squall that must have felt like the most welcoming of serenades to the ears of sailors returning to dry land after years away on the high seas.
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Herring Gull
Larus argentatus
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The disturber of peace, the raider of bins, the mugger of vinegary chips and ice creams, the wheeling circler of rubbish dumps, and the sound of a thousand sunny seaside memories.

Kittiwake
Rissa tridactyla
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This sweet, inky-fingered seabird, like the Cuckoo and Chiffchaff, can quite happily talk about himself all day long. Usually found far out at sea or in the centre of Newcastle upon Tyne – a strange home for such a beautiful bird with a beautiful name.
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Honey Buzzard
Pernis apivorus

[image: image]

Slimmer in shape and lighter in colour and tone than the very common Common Buzzard, whose ‘kiiiaaaw’-ing can be heard the length and breadth of our isles. With honeyed tones

Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetos
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Peregrine Falcon
Falco peregrinus
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Red Kite
Milvus milvus
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Little Owl
Athene noctua
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Long-eared Owl
Asio otus
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Raven
Corvus corax
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Capercaillie
Tetrao urogallus
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Corncrake
Crex crex
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Turtle Dove
Streptopelia turtur
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Cuckoo
Cuculus canorus
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Kingfisher
Alcedo atthis
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Nightjar
Caprimulgus europaeus
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Swallow
Hirundo rustica
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Skylark
Alauda arvensis
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Shorelark
Eremophila alpestris
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Wren
Troglodytes troglodytes
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Wood Warbler/Willow
Warbler/Chiffchaff
Phylloscopus sibilatrix/
Phylloscopus trochilus/
Phylloscopus collybita
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Whitethroat
Sylvia communis
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Garden Warbler
Sylvia borin
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Bearded Tit
Panurus biarmicus
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Pied Flycatcher
Ficedula hypoleuca
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Stonechat
Saxicola torquata
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Wheatear
Oenanthe oenanthe
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Meadow Pipit
Anthus pratensis
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Robin
Erithacus rubecula
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Nightingale
Luscinia megarhynchos
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Blackbird
Turdus merula
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Song Thrush
Turdus philomelos
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Dartford Warbler
Sylvia undata
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Blue Tit
Cyanistes caeruleus
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Willow Tit
Poecile montanus
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Twite
Carduelis flavirostris
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Bullfinch
Pyrrhula pyrrhula
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Goldfinch
Carduelis carduelis
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Dipper
Cinclus cinclus
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Yellowhammer
Emberiza citrinella
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Crossbill
Loxia curvirostra
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Starling
Sturnus vulgaris
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