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THE SONG OF THE MISTLE-THRUSH. 
BY 

GEORGE MARPLES. 

IN A Practical Handbook of British Birds may be found the 
statement that the song of the Mistle-Thrush (Turdus v. 
viscivorus) is a " single phrase repeated again and again." 
Observations I have made of Hampshire birds do not confirm 
this as the following notes will show. 

Intermittently throughout the winter two Mistle-Thrushes 
frequent my garden in Hampshire and they, or another pair 
of birds of the same species, have nested there for a number 
of seasons, in the years 1933-34-35 actually building in the 
same fork of the same oak tree. 

The male bird usually sings from the top of some tree 
outside the garden though, occasionally, he uses an ash tree 
some thirty yards from the nest. He moves from tree to tree 
within a radius of about 300 yards, never staying on the same 
perch for long. Last year he was first heard to sing on January 
24th and from that date he sang throughout the day from 
dawn to dark until the middle of May, a singing period of 
three and a half months. About May 15th he showed signs of 
slacking off, singing only in the early morning and sometimes 
in the evening while some days he was not heard at all. He 
sang a little on May 22nd and this was the last time I heard 
him as I left home that day. He usually began singing before 
sunrise, his average on ten mornings being 24.7 minutes 
before that event. But he was not so regular in finishing for, 
as was noted on three days, he ceased to sing an average of 
24.6 minutes before sunset and on three other days an average 
of 11.3 minutes after sunset. He was never the first bird to 
begin singing any morning, being preceded by Robin,. Black
bird, Song-Thrush and sometimes by Wren and Hedge-
Sparrow. Neither was he ever the last to finish, the above-
mentioned species always continuing after he had closed down. 
Nevertheless his average daily singing time was just over 
11 hours during which he sang almost continuously. 

When he began singing in January, he confined himself to 
three phrases always given in the same order. These were 
(1) " Mairidoit," followed by an interval; then (2) "Teeawti," 
another interval, (3) " Tawteeteetaw," a third interval, then 
the three phrases repeated, and so on through the day, never 
resting for long. I often timed him and found that, almost 
invariably, the three phrases occupied exactly seven seconds 
from " Mairi " to " Mairi." 

After singing in this fashion for many days changes began 
to creep in. To " Mairi-do-it " was added, at times," Quick-
quick-quick," while "Tee-aw-ti" had the last two 
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syllables repeated thus: (4) " Teeawtiawti," or it became (5) 
" Teeawtitooee." Moreover, from this time, the phrases were 
given in irregular order and each might, on occasion, be 
repeated two or three times. By April 18th another phrase 
had been introduced, this being (6) "Pweeepweeepweee" 
given quickly without pause (See Diagram for variation of 
pitch of syllables). The constant use of three phrases and of 

these triple notes are, 
doubtless, the origin of the 
country names of " Thrice 
Cock " and "Thrice-bird " 
although " authorities " 
give " thrice " as the equiv
alent of " thrush " making-
the name "Thrush Cock," 
which seems very unlikely, 
notwithstanding the alleged 
A.S. derivation. 

The song is very loud, 
from which we get the 
Cheshire name of " Shrill 
Cock" and the Derbyshire 
" Skirl," and has at times 
a ventriloquial effect, for 
suddenly it will sound far 
away as though the bird 
had quickly been trans
ported to a distant spot. 
It is possible that this is 
merely the result of the 
singer turning his head 
away and projecting his 
voice in a different direction. 

Within hearing were two 
other singing Mistle-
Thrushes neither of which 

used quite the same phrases as did my bird or each other, 
though all the phrases were similar and were repeated in 
groups of three. The nearer of these Mistle-Thrushes, 
which had its singing perches about a quarter of a mile 
away, was in the habit of replying, seemingly, to my bird 
and during long periods would insert his phrases exactly into 
the intervals between the phrases of the bird in my garden, 
producing the effect of an echo. 

The accompanying diagram shows the times of sunrise on 
ten days and the minutes before sunrise when the Mistle-
Thrush began to sing as well as the pitch variations of the 
song syllables. 


