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EFFECT OF WEATHER ON THE SONG IMPULSE. 
BY 

CHARLES E. ALFORD, M.B.O.W. 

THAT the vocal-energy of song-birds, quite apart from the 
influence of sex, ebbs and flows with the ever-changing moods 
of our fickle climate, is a matter of common knowledge. 
There are days, even in the height of the mating season, when 
scarcely a note can be heard ; and there are days of incessant 
song. The tuneful periods we ascribe—rather loosely, I think 
—to favourable weather conditions, the silent to the reverse. 
But what do we mean by " favourable " ? What exactly are 
the conditions of weather that promote or retard the impulse 
to sing ? With the thermometer at freezing-point the Song-
Thrush (T. p. clarkei) will sing for as long a period as thirty-
six minutes after sunset; yet on other occasions, with the 
mercury thirty degrees higher, and weather conditions 
apparently ideal, not a single note will be heard. 

Some three years ago, during the evenings of spring and 
early summer, I commenced to keep a daily record of the 
weather, noting at the same time the precise moment when 
the Song-Thrush finally ceased to sing. I have kept these 
notes fairly regularly, and from the mass of figures resulting 
therefrom it is possible, I think, not only to " measure " the 
amount of vocal-energy recorded from day to day, but also to 
learn something of the various types of weather that controlled 
it. 

During the last halt-hour or so of daylight, whatever song-
energy there may be is at its height, and the number of 
minutes after sundown that a bird " keeps it going "—this 
period varies greatly with different types of weather—is, in 
my opinion, a fairly good measure of the amount of vocal-
energy stored within. This, in conjunction with a daily 
weather-chart, should give a " pointer" to the various 
meteorological conditions that control this energy. That, at 
any rate, is the principle I worked on. Let me hasten to add 
that it is not ideal; but, regarded merely as an experiment, 
the resulting figures should at least not be without interest. 

It may be argued that it is not so much the weather that 
is the controlling factor, but the stimulus of sex, since the 
song of a bird is, to a great extent, the outward expression of 
this emotion. But sexual activity is itself greatly influenced 
by the weather, and it follows, therefore, that the song, when 
it happens to be of sexual origin, must be equally subject to 
its vagaries. 
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My method was as follows:—Having noted the precise 
number of minutes after sunset when the last Thrush finally 
ceased to sing, I registered the amount, together with the 
prevailing weather conditions, on a chart which marked the 
hour of sunset as Zero, and the normal average cessation of 
song during spring and early summer (in minutes after 
sunset) by a thick black line similar to that on a clinical 
temperature chart. It being impossible to deal with 
individuals of different species singing at the same time, I 
concentrated on the Song-Thrush, as being not only the most 
typical, but also one of the loudest of our common song-birds, 
and therefore the easiest subject for accurate observations. 
The fact that I confined my attention to the bird that sang 
the latest, and ignored those that left off earlier will not, I 
think, impair the accuracy of such experimental observations 
as these. At this late hour of the day each individual is 
singing more or less against its rival, and after the first per
former drops out of the chorus it is, as a rule, only a matter 
of two or three minutes before the remainder follow suit. In 
the flat, unwooded acres of East Anglia, where my observa
tions were conducted, every Thrush within 500 yards is clearly 
audible, and I have found the above to be almost invariably 
the rule. Exceptionally, of course, an individual will continue 
to sing long after its fellows have retired ; but this article is 
not concerned with exceptions. 

My observations were conducted chiefly between February 
1st and June 10th, for three years in succession, in the neigh
bourhood of Southwold, on the east coast. Unless otherwise 
stated, all weather conditions quoted in the tables are 
normal of their kind, such extremes as gales, thaws, 
thunderstorms, and temperatures below freezing-point being 
purposely omitted, as likely to upset the averages. The 
measurements are in minutes and seconds after sunset, 
the temperatures Fahrenheit, and the times Greenwich 
throughout. 

TEMPERATURE. 

Though temperature, from 32° upwards, is not an entirely 
negligible quantity, it has, by itself, less direct influence for 
good or bad than any other factor. According as the pre
vailing weather be favourable or otherwise, so does song-
energy respond, to a certain extent, to the rise or fall of the 
thermometer; but the influence of temperature is, in any 
case, so imperceptible, that one or two degrees, more or less, 
appear to make no appreciable impression. 
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32°—36° 
3 7 ° - 4 i ° 
420—460 

4 7 ° - 5 i ° 
5 2 ° - 5 6 ° 

T A B L E A. 

• 17' 
23 ' 
30' 
33 ' 
35 ' 

15" 
45" 
43" 
26" 
57" 

It is only in what I may call " stages " of several degrees, 
with the gradual progress of the seasons, from winter to 
summer (Table A}, and vice versa, that the influence of temper
ature slowly but surely begins to make itself felt, and even 
then it is entirely regulated by the type of weather prevailing 
at the moment. If the other conditions are normal, a rising 
thermometer will almost certainly show an increase in song-
power ; but if they are abnormal, song-energy will remain 
at a low ebb no matter to what height the thermometer may 
rise. A low temperature with normal conditions will give 
far better results. This is well illustrated in the following 
figures:— 

March 10th, 1924—320, cool E. breeze ; clear, after 
sunny day . . . . . . .. .. . . 33' 

May 25th, 1924—520, light S.W. breeze ; very over
cast ; torrents of rain after day of rain squalls 14' 

Though the temperature on May 25th was twenty degrees 
higher than that on March 10th, the combined effects of rain 
and cloud were sufficient to reduce song-energy by no less 
than 19 points. 

April 28th, 1923—500, weather N.W., calm, partly 
cloudy . . . . . . . . . . . . 51' 

June 4th, 1924—500, gusty E. wind, overcast, raining 17' 
Here we see the effects of good and bad weather, with the 

thermometer at the same mark on both days. 
The only condition where temperature would appear to 

exert some direct influence is in a wind of gale force. If the 
reader will turn to the Gale Chart (Table B), he will see that 
whilst the four lowest temperatures show 0, the four higher 
readings show a considerable improvement, though the other 
conditions (with the exception of the 440 reading) are equally 
bad all through. This may or may not be significant, and to 
settle the point beyond doubt, we need, of course, a great 
many more than eight observations. 

Readings below 320 give very poor results, not, I think, 
because they are below freezing-point, but mainly owing to 
the extreme conditions which in this country so often accom
pany a low temperature. When other factors—especially the 
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direction of the wind-—are exceptionally favourable, then we 
find once again that the effects of temperature, even below 
32°, are insignificant. The only one of my readings below 
freezing-point that is not songless shows the other conditions 
to be almost perfect:— 

February 17th, 1924—310, slight S.W. breeze; 
bright and clear 24' 

Compare this with that of May 25th (above), and it will be 
seen how much attention our songsters pay to temperature, 
when other conditions are favourable. The only contradic
tion to this, out of the sixteen songless evenings in my notes, 

is the previous one, February 16th, with the thermometer at 
310, weather bright and clear, with a light E. breeze. I cannot 
explain this. 

For these sixteen songless evenings the temperature 
averaged 34.250. 

WIND. 

The various types of wind (all strengths except gales), and 
their influence, under normal conditions, are shown fairly 
clearly on the accompanying chart (Table C). Assuming 33' 
to be the average song-value for normal weather during 
spring and early summer—it is actually 33' 9"—it will be seen 
that whilst three winds, the N.W., S.W., and S., are slightly 
favourable, the remainder show an absolute collapse, cul
minating in the N. wind, which pushes vocal-energy very 
nearly down to Zero. It would appear, therefore, that wind 
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is not on the whole a favourable factor, and that as it gains in 
strength song-energy steadily declines. This is well illustrated 
in the following table of wind-force (all winds) :— 

Calm 
Light 
Strong 
Gales 

. . 34', 30" 

. . 29 ' , 57" 
25', 32" 

. . io' , 45" 

On the sixteen songless evenings referred to under " Tem
perature," the winds were as follows :—six from the N. (two 
of gale force) ; from the N.E., three; E., two; N.W., two 
(one nearly calm, but 2 ins. snow on ground) ; and W., S.W., 
and S.E., one each. 

Though even gales show a slightly better average than the 
N. wind—10', 45" as against 10', 40"—this is accounted for by 
the fact that many winds of gale force blow from quite a mild 
quarter, and in this particular case, as explained above, the 
influence of temperature may help to level things up. Even 
so, the author of the first bird-book who omits to tell his 
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readers how the Mistle-Thrush (T. v, viscivorus) revels in a 
gale, should receive at least a gold medal. Most of our 
common song-birds will at times sing in a gale, and it is my 
experience that one may hear the Song-Thrush and Robin 
sing under these conditions far more often than the Mistle-
Thrush, In any case those individuals we hear are exceptions; 
it does not alter the fact that birds do not, as a rule, like a 
gale, and that it is the most unfavourable of all conditions. 

ATMOSPHERE. 

A clear or hazy sky, as will be seen in the following table, 
is the most favourable single factor of all:— 

Clear or hazy 
Calm 
Rain 
Cloud 

. . 

. . 
< . 

Clear or hazy and calm 
,, ,, 

Calm 
,, 

Rain 
Cloud 

, wind 
, rain 
, cloud 
, wind 
, ,, 

. . 37', 20" 

. . 34', 3o" 

. . 26', 54" 

. . 26', 43" 
• 42', 30" 
. 35', 12" (all winds) 
• 30'. 40" 
. 30', 02" 
• 24', 30" 
. 23', 40" 

No matter how unfavourable the other conditions (ex
cluding extremes) may be, a clear sky invariably gives a reading 
above normal; even in the one gale in which we find a clear 
sky, it is only three points short of the average. 

The next most favourable factor is a calm atmosphere, and 
this, in conjunction with a clear sky, gives the highest average 
reading of all—42', 30". 

Cloud and rain, in conjunction with calm conditions, show 
a figure only slightly below normal; when accompanied by 
wind, however, they are both great depressants. 

I have only two records of thunderstorms. During a storm 
on May 2nd, 1924, with the thermometer at 470, there was 
not a single Song-Thrush to be heard, though the Robin and 
Nightingale (L. m. megarhyncha) were singing as usual. On 
May 18th, however, with a temperature of 51 °, the Thrush 
was singing continuously during an exceptionally heavy 
storm, and through the most vivid lighting flashes, but finally 
ceased sixteen minutes after sunset. 

SUMMARY. 

Temperature has less direct influence on vocal-energy than 
any other factor. Its effects can be interpreted only in a 
general sense, and from a seasonal point of view. As the 
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thermometer slowly rises with the advancing year, so will the 
singing impulse show a corresponding rise, whilst the other 
conditions remain seasonable ; but let the weather play tricks, 
and down will go song-power, though the mercury may be at 
eighty. In other words, the influence of temperature is only 
secondary to such factors as the force and direction of the 
wind, and the state of the atmosphere. 

My highest individual reading is 51', and this has been 
reached on only three occasions:— 

May 26th, 1922—Clear, calm, temp. 650. 
April 28th, 1923—Calm, light clouds, temp. 500 

May 5th, 1924—N.W. breeze, some driving clouds, 
temp. 440. 

Whilst the temperature covers the wide range of 210, the 
weather was, in all three cases, mainly calm, with a clear to 
only slightly cloudy sky. 

A high temperature is more favourable with cloudy condi
tions than with clear, with winds than with calm. 

Cloud and rain, with calm conditions, have but little 
influence one way or another. During a quiet, steady drizzle, 
most species will sing much as usual; but add to this a moder
ate or strong wind, and they are mostly silent. 

A rising or falling barometer has little or no effect on vocal 
energy. Other conditions being normal, birds will sing as 
usual either immediately before or after a storm. 

The most favourable influence of all is a clear sky with a 
still atmosphere, irrespective oi temperature. 

The most unfavourable influence is a gale, but only when 
accompanied by a low temperature. As explained elsewhere, 
the influence of temperature is more marked in winds of gale 
force than in any other condition. 

In conclusion, it is hardly necessary to add that the obser
vations recorded in this article are purely experimental, and 
that if the problem we have been discussing should ever be 
finally solved, it will not be by the methods employed above. 
But that is not to say nry figures are of no scientific value. 
Covering, as they do, a period of three years, under all sorts 
and conditions of weather, they may well be of use to those 
who investigate the subject more fully, and—let me add— 
more scientifically. 
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