
Bird Song

Why do birds sing? Well, it’s not because they are happy with the warmer weather. It’s also not 
to give poets something to write about! Bird song is all about procreation - passing on genes.

Male birds sing to attract a female and at the same time send out a warning to other males - 
‘Come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough’ - Keep out, this is my patch!

A bird uses energy to sing. If it is singing, it can’t be feeding. The longer a bird sings the better the
chance it will be heard by a female.

The stronger, fitter males will hold the best habitat for food, so when it does eat, it wants to grab
food as fast as it can, then get back to singing. Females will know this. In migrant birds, males 
arrive back first and set up a territory - battling by song with other males. The females arrive and 
sort out the men from the boys. Male birds returning for their first spring will have inferior songs 
and will learn as the days pass how they ‘should’ sound from other males. At this time of year 
bird watchers have to listen carefully and not get too excited if they hear unusual bird song.

There are several types of utterances made by birds. The longer more musical ‘song’ is about 
breeding as described above. There are also short contact calls made by both sexes. Alarm calls 
can indicate the type of threat - a Sparrowhawk or cat for example. Begging calls are made by 
young birds and can even persuade passing birds to feed them even if they are not the parent. 
Distress calls are made by a bird that has been captured, this is the imminent death call and is 
pitiful, it signals ‘come and see what has caught me and don’t get caught yourself’ 

‘Song’ is only recognised by the same species, for example a Blackbird singing will not elicit a 
response from a Song Thrush. In similar looking birds this is helpful in deciding what a species is. 
Another example: play a tape of a Great Tit song in another Great Tit territory and it will 
immediately be investigated by the local Great Tit, but any Blue Tit wouldn’t be interested.

However, alarm and distress calls from one species are recognised by other species. So, an alarm
call from a Starling would alert other species to look out and act accordingly.
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Early morning is the time to maximise singing effort when the air is still (less convection) and it is 
quieter, the sound travels further.  The earliest singers will start before it gets light. The dawn 
chorus is an amazing experience - a cacophony of sound and well worth getting up at 4.00am to 
witness the event. Some birds sing all night long, like Robins, Sedge and Reed Warblers and 
Nightingales. These birds sleep and eat throughout 24 hours.

For us, learning bird song is very difficult. But knowing what is singing means you can tell what is 
about with your eyes closed. You are able to eliminate the commoner birds and concentrate on 
any unfamiliar sounds. By far the best way to learn bird song is to go out into the field with an 
experienced birder.  But, you can teach yourself. Learn one species at a time, start simple and 
learn the common birds in your garden or surrounds - make sure you see the singing bird to 
reinforce the connection. You have to ‘switch on’ your hearing as it doesn’t come naturally. 
Purposefully tell yourself to listen, you will hear more than you ever imagined. Experienced 
birders are permanently ‘switched on’ and hear everything all of the time, which can be very 
distracting. You even pick out birds on the television!  Listen to songs on CD’s or Apps, it’s like 
learning lyrics to a favourite song. After many repetitions, it finally registers and you can get out 
into the open and hear it live and know what is making the sound.

Hopefully, it won’t be too long before we at the Beeston Wildlife Group can get out and share 
our experiences with you. There is so much more to learn about bird song, it’s a fascinating 
subject - one that throws up surprises, even for experienced birders. 

If you hear a bird singing that you don’t recognise, it is impossible to describe the song, try and 
record it on your phone and we’ll do our best to identify it for you.

Get yourself out there and take it all in. The optimal bird song season is from the end of April 
until the beginning of June. 
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