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OBSERVATIONS ON B I R D S S INGING IN T H E I R 
W I N T E R Q U A R T E R S A N D ON M I G R A T I O N . 

BY 

C. J. ALEXANDER, B.Sc. ( A G R I C ) . 

I .—SINGING OF B I R D S IN THETR W I N T E R QUARTERS. 

J N an article on " Early Drumming of the Snipe " (Brit. Birds, 
Vol. VI., pp . 354-359). Capt. Lynes suggested tha t " winter-
songsters are those individuals which are sedentary or perform 
comparatively short migration journeys." During five years 
in Rome, I was able to make extensive notes on the singing 
of a number of species which occur there as winter visitors ; 
it should be stated tha t the vegetation in many localities 
in or near Rome (including the Villa Umherto I., where a 
large part of my observations was made) is not very different 
fiom that of the more northern countries from which several 
of the species come. This may afford some explanation of 
the difference between my experience and tha t of Capt. Lynes 
in the Mediterranean region (I.e., p . 358). 

The following is a list of most of the singing birds met with 
as winter visitors, either generally or locally :— 

STARLING (Sturnvs vulgaris).—Large flocks winter in the 
hills ; they frequently sing, especially towards evening. 

H A W F I N C H (Coccothrwiistes c. coccothraustes).—Resident in 
the hills, but in Rome a winter visitor, sometimes in con
siderable numbers. The wintering birds sing freely from 
the end of January to near the time of their departure about 
the middle of March. 

SISKIN (Cardnelis spinus).—A regular winter visitor to 
the alders round the Lake of Albano and other suitable 
localities. Frequently sings from about Christmas onwards, 
leaving in the second half of March. I t is interesting to 
note t h a t I have heard Goldfinch, Siskin and Serin all singing 
together in olive trees. 

BULLFINCH (Pyrrhuki p. europoea),-Winters in the hill 
woods, and sings occasionally in early spring ; breeds in 
the mountains from about 1,000 m. (3,000 ft.). 

CHAFFINCH (Fringilia c. ccelebs).—Only present in winter 
(mid October to early April) near the Tiber mouth ; never 
heard singing there. 

ROCK-BUNTING (Emberiza cia).—Winters in the Alban 
Hills and near the coast ; never heard singing in its winter 
quarters. 

W O O D - L A E K (LiiUula arborea).—•Only a winter visitor to 
Rome and the Tiber delta, where it stays from October to 
early March. Never heard singing, though resident in-
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dividnals in the hills sing to the end of October and begin 
again in late January . 

MEADOW-PIPIT (Anthus pratensis). Abundant winterer in 
all open country to 3,000 ft. or more, according to the snow; 
arrives in October and remains to the beginning of April. 
Never heard singing. 

ALPINE P I P I T (.4. s. spinohtta). Winters on the lower 
mountains (2,000 to 3,000 ft.), as well as in damp places on the 
lower ground, arriving in late October and staying till the end 
of March or early April. Never heard singing in winter 
quarters. Breeds on the pastures of the Apennine from 
5,000 ft. upwards. 

GREY WAGTAIL (M.otacAlla c. cinerea). Abundant winterer 
in Rome (late September to early March). Sings almost 
throughout its stay, though not much in December and early 
January. 

COAL-TIT (Parus a. ater). —- This species breeds in the 
beechwoods of the Apennine, Tti 1913-14 there was a 
considerable winter immigration (mid October to end of 
March) in Rome and the neighbourhood ; these individuals 
sang almost throughout their stay, showing a marked 
preference for sunny days. 

GOLDOREST (Megulm r. regulas). —A winter visitor to Rome, 
the coast and the hill woods (end of October to early March). 
Rarely sings before the new year, but does so frequently 
from early February to its departure. The song is generally 
rather mixed and the finishing note is rarely heard. 

CHIFFCHAFF , {Phylloscopus c. collybita). -Plentiful as a 
winter visitor in the parks and gardens of Rome and wherever 
there are trees in the country round. I t is resident in the 
damper woods from sea-level up to about 300 m., but only 
a summer visitor in the higher woods. In Rome the winterers 
arrive towards the end of September and depart in March ; 
they settle down in territories much like Robins, but are not 
quite exclusive. They sing a little in October and early 
November, chiefly in the early morning, but otherwise are 
rarely heard till after the middle of January, from which 
time they sing vigorously till their departure. The residents 
near the Lake of Albano begin singing towards the middle 
of September, but do not sing nearly as freely in autumn as 
the ones in England ; they also seem to be nearly silent in 
mid-winter. 

MISTLE-THBUSH (Tardus v, viscivorus).—I have heard this 
species singing in the hills in December, January and February, 
at places no great distance below its summer range ; as a 
winter visitor along the eoast it is not numerous and I have 
not heard i t sing. 



100 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XI. 

ISONO-THRUSH (T. ph. philom.elus).—Abundant from early 
October to late March, a few staying to early April. The 
winter residents in the Villa Umberto occupy more or less 
definite territories, and sing throughout their stay except 
in case of cold winds ; but they never sing really vigorously 
and only rarely might be said to sing cheerfully ; moreover, 
they never keep on late in the evening as do the residents 
in England. Besides these " resident " birds, others appear 
to occur on passage and do not sing. 

REDWING (T, musicvs).—T have never heard this species 
make attempts at song in Italy as it often does towards 
spring in England. 

BLACK REDSTART (Phanicurus o. gibraltariensis).-—Winters 
in Rome and on the coast; several times heard singing in 
spring, but not with the vigour usual in its mountain haunts, 

ROBIN (Eriihacus r. mbecula).—The winterers arrive in 
Rome from the middle of September through most of October, 
and depart mostly in the first half of March. They settle 
down at once in definite territories ; my observations during 
four winters show that these territories are much the same 
year after year, and that to some extent the same territories 
receive their tenants early or late as the case may be ; it 
seems reasonable to suppose that the same individuals 
return to them as far as possible. On arrival they soon break 
into full song, but become less vigorous during November ; 
in mid-winter they often hardly sing at all, in spite of the 
absence of severe cold ; in early spring they are again fairly 
vigorous. Like the Thrushes, they never keep on singing till 
they go to roost, though in suitable weather they sing as soon 
as they wake in the morning.* 

HEDGE-SPARROW (Prunella m. modularis).—Fairly numer
ous winterer in bushy places, arriving in late October and 
leaving about the middle of March. Sings occasionally in 
late autumn and more frequently in spring ; near Albano 
I have heard it sing quite normally, though usually the song 
is feeble. 

WREN (Troglodytes t. troglodytes).—Only a winter visitor 
in the woods and scrub near the Tiber mouth, where it is 
met with from the end of October to the end of February. 

* I may mention here tha t the last note in the evening is not nearly 
so late about Rome as in England, 30 minutes after sunset being 
almost the l imit ; in the morning the time varies between 45 and 32 
minutes before sunrise, while in England 55 (or even 60) to 45 is the 
range. Notes on an individual bird show tha t the variation depends 
on light alone (temperature being without effect), though possibly 
the whole range is changed slightly a t different seasons. 
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The only occasion on which I heard these winterers sing was 
on Feb. 19, 1916, when three different individuals sang. 

W R Y N E C K (Jynx t. torquilla).—This species, also, occurs 
only in winter in the " maechia " by the coast ; I have heard 
it call at the end of November and beginning of December. 
as well as in spring. 

Of the species which sing more or less regularly, Siskin and 
Goldcrest must come from a considerable distance, while 
Coal-Tit, Thrush and Hedge-Sparrow are far below then-
breeding zone on the mountains. Hawfinch, Bullfinch and 
Starling all nest within a short distance, but I doubt whether 
the wintering individuals come from the near-by mountains. 
The early date of arrival of some of the Robins also suggests 
that they may come from the high north. There remain 
Grey Wagtail, Chiffchaff and Wryneck, which are practically 
within their own summer range. 

On the other hand, among species which rarely or never 
sing, Wren, Chaffinch and Wood-Lark are found as residents 
close by, while Rock-Bunting, Black Redstart and Alpine 
Pipit live on the mountains a t different heights ; Meadow-
Pipits must have come from some distance, and Redwings 
from a great distance. 

I think, therefore, tha t it cannot be maintained tha t 
distance from the breeding-ground is the main factor 
determining the amount of winter song. 

II.•—SINGING OV B I R D S ON MIGRATION. 

In correspondence following the article already mentioned. 
Mr. F. W. Headley mentions Nightingale, Willowr-Warbler. 
Whitethroat and Cuckoo as singing while stopping on 
migration in spring (Vol. VII. , pp. 29 and 30) ; while Dr. C. B. 
Ticehurst adds Golden Oriole (p. 64). 

A large number of species occur on passage in Latium. 
and the following are my observations concerning them :•--• 

The Tree-Pipit (A.nthus trivialis) occasionally sings rather 
feebly (and while settled) on the spring migration. I have 
never heard any of the three Flycatchers (Muscicapa striata, 
M. coUaris and M. hypoleuca) sing at either season, though 
the last named I have heard ut ter its harsh note in spring. 

All four species of Phylloscopus (Ph. c. collybita, Ph. trochilus, 
Ph. bonelli and Ph. .sibilatrix) sing freely in spring—indeed, 
I should say that all the males must sing ; I have heard 
the two latter also in autumn, but only on a few occasions, 
and Ph. sibilatrix I think not later than early August (the 
passage lasts from about the 20th of Ju ly to near the end 
of September), 
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Of the germs Acrocephahts I have not often seen individuals 
stopping on the way in spring, but once I found a Great 
Reed-Warbler (^4. anindinaceus) singing in a hedge in dry 
count ry ; I have not heart I ^1. scirpaceus or A. aquatkuH 
sing in autumn. 

Whitethroats (Sylvia communis) stop in large numbers 
near the coast on the spring migration, but (apart from a 
few remaining to nest) sing rather little ; the Garden-Warbler 
(Sylvia borin) is the only other member of the genus met 
with regularly, and I have not heard it sing at either season. 

The Rock-Thrush (Monticola saxatilis) is frequently seen 
near the coast in spring, but seems not to sing. 

The Wheat ear ((Enanlhe cenanthe), Whinchat (Saxicola 
rubetra) and Redstart (Phmnicurns phmnicwrus) are all 
abundant in spring, but I have never heard any of them 
sing, and they are generally quite silent ; the same may 
be said of (K. hispanica. In autumn Redstarts are often 
noisy. 

Nightingales (Lu-scinia megarhyncha) of course breed in 
the neighbourhood ; but during the spring migration I 
have often heard them singing in the coast macchia In places 
where none remain to nest. On the other hand, late Robins 
(Erithacus rubecula), stopping on passage after the winter 
residents have left, seem usually to be silent. 

I have heard Sand-Martins (Riparia riparia) singing in 
numbers near the Tiber mouth on their spring passage. 

The flocks of Swifts (Apus opus) which stop to feed during 
the autumn migration, after the local birds have gone, seem 
always to be silent ; but once in spring I heard screaming 
from a flock which, from their behaviour, appeared to be 
passers. The Alpine Swifts (A. melba), which stop near Albano 
in the autumn, are also silent. 

Cuckoos (Cuculus canorus) seem to call only occasionally. 
[ have a note of ten met with on the Isola Sacra on April 12th, 
1914, of which three were red and one brown : two sang 
in a hoarse voice. On the following day seven seen (one 
red), two or three of which sang. On May 3rd, four grey 
and three red seen and one other heard. I cannot be sure 
whether I heard a red one call. 

I t is evident tha t the Warblers (particularly of the genus 
PhyUoscopus) are much more inclined to sing on migration 
than the Chats or Flycatchers. With this question, as 
with that of singing in winter quarters, the tendencies of 
certain groups seem to play more part than distance from 
breeding-grounds. 
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