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A N A T T E M P T TO CHART F L U C T U A T I O N S IN 
T H E S O N G OF S O N G - T H R U S H , BLACKBIRD 

A N D CHAFFINCH. 
BY 

J. P. BURKITT. 

AFTER many years of observation and many hundreds of 
notes, I a t tempt here to put the songs of Song-Thrush, 
Blackbird and Chaffinch—each collectively—into a brief 
summary, hoping it may give an added interest to those who, 
whether countrymen or town dwellers, delight in our ordinary 
birds' song. Experience in my district of north-west Ireland 
may differ from other parts, but it may, at any rate, be a 
basis for comparison. That there are very distinct fluctua
tions in song, both in regard to parts of the day and parts of the 
season, there can be no question. The average habit of a 
species is hard to determine for two main reasons : first, 
because individual birds may vary from it by reason of their 
family fortunes ; and secondly, because a normally good time 
for song may by bad weather become a time of silence. 
If all birds had uniform family fortunes through the season, 
I am sure we should have extraordinarily well-marked crests 
and troughs in song. But it is largely because family fortunes 
differ that we enjoy a more even distribution. I t will be 
understood that increase of song herein may be considered 
due either to more song from each bird or to more birds singing, 
or both. 

SONG-THRUSH (Turdus e. ericetorum). 

The Song-Thrush begins in the season (late December or 
early January) by singing, if the weather is fair, in the early 
morning from dusk to, say, 9 a.m., and as the days pass 
through January more individuals will join in and they may 
be heard later in the forenoon, but generally best from 8 a.m. to 
10 a.m. Later still in the month we may hear them in the 
afternoon, and as January passes Thrush song increases to a 
maximum round the last days of January and the first days 
of February. But after that the song gradually diminishes 
so that from being small after the middle of February, it may 
be nothing by the n t h of March. Thrushes have then 
altogether given up what I call day song (till a later date), 
but there has all along continued a short morning dusk song, 
though with few birds singing compared with later on. 
However, as the day song was diminishing, an evening song 
started which, at its best later on, occurs between the times of 
one and a half hours and half an hour before sunset. This 
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evening song begins between, say, the 3rd and the 12th of 
February, according to weather. In its turn it dwindles 
and will probably have disappeared by the 24th of March if 
not before. But again another song has arisen at dark evening 
dusk. This is a short but important and attractive song period 
lasting from ten to twenty minutes. It is separated by a gap 
of, say, three-quarters of an hour from the evening song. It 
may begin by the 10th of February. It, of course, varies 
with the weather. It persists in varying degree throughout 
the whole season, and Thrushes may be heard at that hour even 
when there are none singing at any other time in the whole 
day except at dawn. 

In April there seems a certain revival of the January and 
February periods, e.g., some song in the early forenoon and 
early evening ; but the song is not very marked in daytime 
till it expands at the end of April and the first week of May, 
and keeps on its peak level till, say, the 23rd of May, when it 
diminishes and turns more into an evening song. In some 
years in early June there is practically no Thrush song in the 
daytime, while in others there is a fair amount. But a little 
evening song may possibly be heard from Thrushes right up 
to the end of June. (From comparisons I made with Messrs. 
Alexander in 1920, the south-east English song-season lasts 
some weeks longer than mine. And I may note that while the 
song of Thrush, Blackbird and Chaffinch dies off here in June, 
yet with many species there appears a resuscitation in the latter 
half of June, especially noticeable about the end of the month, 
e.g. Lark, Whitethroat, Willow-Wren, Sedge-Warbler, Corn-
Crake, Woodcock, Snipe, but all ceasing within July.) 

BLACKBIRD (Turdus m. merula). 
While with Thrushes the song (excepting the dawn song) 

passes forward on the clock round to evening dusk as I have 
described, with Blackbirds the reverse is the case. Their 
song begins in the evening dusk and develops backwards. 
The order is as follows : First the song at evening dusk ; 
then there develops what I have called with the Thrushes an 
evening song (before dusk) ; then, later, there is added some 
afternoon song, and finally song at any time of day. Black
birds' song taken collectively does not seem to exhibit a 
diminuendo period in mid-season as is shown in Thrushes' 
song. Blackbirds make their debut in the evening dusk 
song, which I have described in regard to Thrushes, but not 
till late in February or early in March, and they do not become 
very noticeable till after the middle of March, and may not 
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be in full force at this hour till the latter half of April. Black
birds do not continue quite so far into the dark as Thrushes 
do ; the Thrushes prefer the very last minutes. 

The evening song of the Blackbird shows itself about the 
18th of March and is well established by the 6th of April. 
At that date it is not lengthy and it ends about half an hour 
before sunset, but by the 23rd of April it may extend back over 
a two-hour period before dark. Some afternoon song from 
Blackbirds may be heard from the end of March, but it is not 
until mid-April that the day song of Blackbirds reaches back 
to early forenoon ; and their day song, over all, does not 
reach its peak in volume until the first week or later in May. 
Through the rest of May and the first week of June Black
birds' day song may in some years be more prominent than 
that of Thrushes, but the weather needs to be nice. After 
mid-June Blackbirds have practically ceased entirely. 

CHAFFINCH (Fringtila c. ccelebs). 
Between 8 a.m. and 11 a.m. is the most likely time to hear 

any Chaffinches singing in February and early March, but as 
time passes, and especially if the weather is nice, some may 
be heard up to 1 p.m. From early March there is also a little 
song in an hour before sunset. They are silent and probably 
away from their territories for long periods in the middle of 
the day, especially from 1 p.m. to 4 p.m., and this may con
tinue right through March. The latter half of March gives 
very little Chaffinch song. In the early days of April there is 
again a small rise in song and it increases to the 23rd of April 
when it is very good. The sunset song has now become a 
notable period in the day, and on through the season this will 
probably be the most distinct period and least dependent on 
weather. The general song will, as I have said, probably 
have reached its high level by the 23rd of April and remain so 
to the first week of May. The song then diminishes to very 
little in the last days of May or first days of June ; but then, 
in most years, there is again a remarkable recrudescence for 
a week or so ; this in turn dies away completely before the 
end of the second week in June, though in some years a bird 
may rarely be heard up to the last days of June. 

The Chaffinch seems to be a sleep-loving bird though his 
day manner is far from sleepy. His morning song does not 
begin at earliest till, say, 15 minutes after sunrise in February 
and 27 minutes before sunrise in June. His sunset song very 
often stops exactly at sunset, and very rarely goes to 15 
minutes past sunset. It will in general be best heard some
where between one and a half hours and half an hour before 
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sunset. By comparing these Chaffinch periods with the morn
ing and evening dusk songs of Thrush and Blackbird (see 
below), it will be seen that the latter song has not begun in the 
evening till nearly three-quarters of an hour after the last 
Chaffinch has ceased, and the last notes of it will be about an 
hour after the Chaffinch, Again it will be seen that the 
Chaffinch's earliest song in the mornings is—right through the 
season—just an hour later than the first notes of the dawn 
chorus. His sunset song is specially attractive as it often 
fills a period when there is little other song; and his spring 
morning song, being not too early, cheers us at our breakfast 
time. 

THE DAWN AND EVENING DUSK CHORUSES. 

Reverting to the morning dusk song, its start by Thrushes 
in January is a feeble prototype of the great dawn chorus of 
later in the season. This dawn chorus is, like the evening 
dusk song, a very short business. The Thrushes do not make 
it really well until the first days of March ; a Blackbird may 
possibly be heard coming into it then, but the Blackbirds 
do not join in in force till the first days of April. It goes on 
increasing in volume (not in length) through April. It is 
always, through the season, far better than its evening 
dusk counterpart. Robins are in both these choruses but 
never the Chaffinch. His song, as described above, begins 
later in the morning and ends earlier in the evening. The 
Mistle-Thrush may be heard in the dawn chorus. The 
dawn chorus continues good to the end of May, and may not 
quite cease till perhaps a week or even a fortnight in June. 
The evening dusk chorus, by the last week of May, tends to 
change into an extended and dissipated evening song. 

The dawn chorus lasts from fifteen to thirty minutes. 
It begins at about 40 minutes before sunrise in February; 45 
minutes before it at mid-March ; 56 minutes at mid-April; 70 
minutes at the end of April, and 84 minutes at the end of May. 
The evening dusk chorus, between February and the end of 
April, is from ten to at most thirty minutes in length, but 
towards the end of May it, as I have said, may lose its charac
teristics. In February and March its latest notes extend to 
about 45 minutes after sunset, at the end of April to 62 minutes 
and at the end of May to 76 minutes after sunset. These are 
maxima. I should explain that by sunset and sunrise I mean 
the theoretical time here irrespective of local physiography. 

In most species there is more or less a siesta from song in 
the middle of the day (somewhere between 1 p.m. and 4 p.m.) 
throughout the song season. 
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