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THE EFFECT OF SEVERE WEATHER ON 
BIRD SONG. 

B Y 

H. G. ALEXANDER. 

IT is well known that changes in the weather, and especially 
sharp frost or snow, influence the amount of bird song ; and 
anyone who has given any attention to such phenomena must 
have observed that some species are more affected by cold 
than others. It is the ground-feeding species, such as the 
Thrushes and Larks, that seem to feel the effect of frost most, 
as one would expect, but other species are also influenced. 
Bitter winds, too, even without frost, have a marked effect 
in reducing song. On the other hand, some species, such as 
the Coal-Tit, seem specially responsive to sunshine, and 
others, such as the Blackbird, seem to be encouraged by rain. 
In both cases the effect may be indirect: the sunshine 
probably encourages insects sheltering in pine trees to come 
out, thereby falling an easier prey to birds like Coal-Tits that 
haunt pine trees, and rain falling on the dry ground may 
loosen the soil and so give Blackbirds a better chance of 
extracting their food. At the same time, it is to be noted 
that rain seems to stimulate Blackbirds more than either 
Thrushes or Robins. 

So much for generalization based on a good many years' 
observation. The main purpose of these notes, however, is 
to give the exact result of observations made during the 
severe frost of February and March, 1929, and of further 
observations made during the sharp frost in the second week 
of March, 1931. 

Each day I am in a position to hear one or two Song-
Thrushes (Turdus ph. clarkei) from dawn and several others 
during the greater part of the day, and the same applies to 
the following species: Mistle-Thrush (T. v. viscivorus), 
Blackbird (T. in. merula), Robin (Erithacus r. melophilus), 
Hedge-Sparrow {Prunella m. occidentalis), Great Tit (Parus m. 
newtoni), Blue Tit (P. c. obscurus), Chaffinch (Fringilla c. 
ccelebs) and Starling (Sturnus v. vulgaris). Sky-Larks and 
Wrens I cannot hear regularly. The following notes, there
fore, deal principally with the above nine species. 

The observations have been made in Birmingham and are 
no doubt prejudiced to some extent by the uncertain factor 
of artificial feeding. The Tits certainly, and most of the 
other species probably, are assisted in this way, so that a 
parallel series of observations carried out in the country, 
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away from kindly-disposed human beings, would probably 
show a more complete cessation of song during severe frost. 

January, 1929, was a fairly cold month, but without severe 
frost. February, however, began with a mild spell; the 
night minimum of January 3ist-February 1st was 440, and, 
apart from a frost on the morning of the 4th, similar conditions 
prevailed till the 10th, some days being quite balmy and 
spring-like. During this period, Thrushes, Robins, Hedge-
Sparrows, Tits and Starlings were singing vigorously each 
clay, Mistle-Thrushes were in, quite good song, and I heard 
several Larks. On February 3rd I heard a Chaffinch sing once, 
and on the 4th, 5th and 6th a Blackbird ; on the 9th a 
Chaffinch again. These are early dates for this district. 

On February n t h a very bitter east wind began, and the 
thermometer was falling during the day, remaining under 
freezing-point the whole day. All song stopped completely 
except for a little heard from Robin, Hedge-Sparrow and 
Starling. The thermometer fell to 18° the following night, 
but the next day (12th) was rather less bitter and the sun was 
shining. Nevertheless, the shade maximum was only 24°. 
To my surprise, I heard a Thrush singing a little at dawn. 
Later I heard a Starling, and at midday both Great and Blue 
Tits, but no Robin or Hedge-Sparrow. From the 13th to 
the 20th the frost held, the first maximum reading above 320 

being on the 17th. But the cold winds ceased, and the sun 
shone by day. The severest frosts were in the mornings of 
the 14th and 15th (13° and 12° respectively by my ther
mometer, a good deal lower in other places quite near). On 
the 13th a Blue Tit sang at sunrise, Starling rather later, and 
Robins at sunset. On the 14th there was a distinct increase 
of song, Robin, Hedge-Sparrow, both Tits and Starling 
being heard. On the 15th Robin and Hedge-Sparrow sang 
at sunrise and a Chaffinch at 8.45 a.m. In addition to both 
Tits and Starlings, I also heard a Wood-Pigeon cooing in the 
afternoon. The same five species (also a Coal-Tit) were heard 
singing on the 16th. On the 17th the Thrush (the same bird 
that sang at dawn on the 12 th) sang both early and in the 
afternoon ; a Chaffinch (apparently the same bird as on the 
15th) also sang early in the morning ; and Robins and Hedge-
Sparrows were singing a good deal. On the 18th, in spite 
of equally favourable conditions, I heard neither Thrush nor 
Chaffinch, nor did I hear either at dawn on the 19th. My 
observations were then interrupted till the 22nd. By that 
time the air maximum was rising to over 400 each day but 
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ground frosts were continuing. Not only Thrushes and 
Chaffinches but also Mistle Thrushes and Blackbirds were 
singing again, and this continued till the 24th. 

On the 25th, with a fresh blast from the north-east, a 
cloudy sky and four degrees of frost, all the Thrushes and 
Chaffinches became silent again ; Robins and Hedge-Sparrows 
sang a little, and Great and Blue Tits were heard off and on 
through the day. The 26th, with a keen north-east wind and 
snow most of the day, reduced the birds to almost complete 
silence. Great Tit and Starling were the only two species heard. 
The 27th was again very bitter, but without snow. A Hedge-
Sparrow sang feebly about 2.30 p.m., and both Tits and 
Starlings sang more again, but I heard no Robin. 

On the 28th the wind had dropped and the sun shone again, 
but even before sunrise I had already heard Thrush, Robin, 
Hedge-Sparrow and Chaffinch singing. On March 1st, with 
similar weather conditions, Thrushes, Chaffinches and other 
birds were singing rather more, and in the afternoon I heard 
a Mistle-Thrush. The next day I heard rather less, though 
the weather conditions were the same. Similar weather 
conditions continued for some days, with sharp ground frosts, 
but the volume of song increased daily. A Blackbird sang 
in the afternoon of March 5th, and I heard it again the next 
morning. By the 9th, though ice remained on the ponds and 
the night frosts continued, practically all resident birds were 
in good song, including Larks and Buntings in the open 
country, and Tits, Goldcrest, Creeper, etc., in the woods. 

Certain features in this record seem to call for special 
comment. The bitter winds and grey skies seem to have been 
much more discouraging than sharp frost. And this applies 
to birds that are principally ground-feeders, such as Thrush, 
Robin and Hedge-Sparrow, not only to the Tits. Indeed, 
the Tits, perhaps because they were well supplied with artificial 
food, seemed more persistent than any other species, excepting 
the Starling. 

It is also noteworthy that Thrushes and other birds were 
singing at dawn on still days, when the ground was everywhere 
still frozen quite hard. Indeed, the Thrush that I heard 
most frequently was always specially vigorous in the early 
morning, and sang less later in the day, when it might have 
fed well from the sun-thawed ground. 

In view of the diminution of the song of those species that 
commonly sing through December and January, I thought 
it remarkable that Chaffinches, though their song-period had 
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only just begun, were comparatively little interrupted. 
Possibly they are less inclined to be checked by adverse 
conditions, once the song-period has begun, than other 
species. 

This spring (1931), song was checked several times bjr 
adverse weather conditions. I heard a Chaffinch sing for the 
first time on February n t h , and one or two sang a little on 
and off thereafter on reasonably fine days—which were few. 
A snowfall in the early hours of the 17th, with a keen north 
wind and no sun, completely stopped Thrushes and Mistle-
Thrushes; and the Tits, which had been very noisy, were 
subdued. There were further snow showers on the 19th, 
but the sun shone at midday, and a Thrush sang quite 
strongly again in the afternoon. Larks were also singing 
that day. On the 19th, with less wind though no sun, both 
Thrush and Mistle-Thrush were singing vigorously again. 
Then for a time normal spring-song developed, the first 
Blackbird joining the chorus late in the afternoon of the 22nd. 

Heavy snow in the evening of February 28th checked this 
development. On March 1st I heard no Thrush, though 
Robin, Hedge-Sparrow, Starling and the Tits all sang a 
certain amount. But Thrushes sang again on the 2nd, a 
day of frost, but some sunshine and a light wind, and Mistle-
Thrushes began again on the 3rd, which was similar. The 
4th and 5th were still cold, with night frosts and an easterly 
wind, but not enough to check the song ; on the 5th, indeed, 
I heard a Blackbird again. A bitter east wind blew on the 
6th, and I heard hardly any song. On the 7th a Thrush (at 
the same place as the persistent bird of 1929) sang for a few 
moments about 7.30 a.m. ; later I heard Robins, Hedge-
Sparrows and Starlings, none of them singing much, and at 
3.30 p.m. a Great Tit sang persistently. The frost held all 
day and the wind was still very keen, but there was a good 
deal of sunshine. On the 8th, with similar conditions, Robin, 
Hedge-Sparrow, Starling and Great Tit each sang a little 
early in the morning, and before sunset all these, especially 
Robins, sang more ; but, although Blackbirds seemed specially 
noisy at sunset, I heard no song from them or from either 
Thrush. The wind was less bitter on the 9th, but the frost 
was no less sharp, and song was about the same—a little in 
the morning, rather more at sunset, but no Thrush. On the 
10th, the wind having almost dropped, I heard two Thrushes 
sing, each for a short time, during the morning, and a Chaffinch 
at noon. Blue Tits were also heard again and Great Tits were 
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singing more. On the n th , with a rather higher temperature, 
Thrushes were singing a good deal more, chiefly in the 
morning, but also in the afternoon. The 12th was again 
milder and sunny, with sharp ground frost and little wind. 
There was much more song, Mistlc-Thrushes having begun 
again and Chaffinches being fairly vigorous- for the first 
time this year. On the afternoon of the 13th I heard a 
Blackbird and a Wren. After that, song became fairly 
normal. It is perhaps worth noting in conclusion, though, 
that I did not hear a Blackbird sing in the early morning once 
during March. On April 1st, when a keen east wind blew all 
day, I did not hear one at all; but on the 2nd, though the 
wind was almost as cold, the continuous rain after weeks of 
drought had the effect of starting them singing, and I heard 
them on and off all day, whilst the Thrushes also seemed to be 
singing with quite exceptional vigour. 

It seems curious that the singing-habits of these two 
species should be so different. It is almost true to say, I 
think, that if a Thrush is going to sing at all it will sing within 
the first hour of daylight. Further, it sings, as everyone 
knows, with great vigour from late November onwards, 
whenever the weather is propitious—but with much greater 
vigour, I should say, after about the middle of January. 
The Blackbird, on the other hand, is rarely heard until 
February, and its best song is hardly heard till April or May. 
Most of its early song is in the afternoon, and on the rare 
occasions when I have heard it in December or January I 
believe it has always been during or immediately after rain. 
I can see no obvious explanation of this. It is difficult to 
believe that Blackbirds are less hardy than Thrushes, and 
judging from the cackling racket they make at sunset and 
often at sunrise too, not to mention other times of the day, 
they seem to have plenty of surplus vigour to express vocally. 
It would seem, then, that what we call "song" represents 
something different in the lives of the two species. The 
Thrush's song seems to be its normal outlet for surplus 
energy ; the Blackbird's is only used—or mainly used -during 
the breeding-season, and is probably more closely correlated 
to it. Possibly the Thrush's territorial sense is stronger, and 
its song may be more closely related to that. 

H 




