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            birdwatching
 with your
 eyes closed:
 podcast, and other resources 
            

         
 
         
            You can hear the birds speaking for themselves  on a podcast designed to accompany this book. It  includes sounds from all 66 species described in  these pages plus a brief spoken introduction to  each species from me, with pointers that will, I  hope, help with identification. You can find this at  www.shortbooks.co.uk – if you don't know what a  podcast is, a helpful young person will burn it onto  a CD for you.   
 
            
                

            
 
            If you google the name of a British bird, you will  be directed to the RSPB website’s account of that  species, which includes a brief clip of birdsound; a  very helpful resource. There are also comprehensive  descriptions plus CDs of all British birds in the  excellent Collins Bird Songs & Calls by Geoff Sample.  A considerable range of recordings of birdsound  and other natural noises can be bought from  www.wildsounds.co.uk, who worked on the podcast  that comes with this book.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            First Winter
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Muzak to my ears

         
 
         Imagine you are sitting in a pub. I expect most people’s imagination can stretch that far, but if you have a problem, imagine you’re in a coffee-shop or something. The important thing is that they are piping in music over the loudspeakers.
         
 
         But you haven’t noticed that. It’s not that you haven’t noticed which song they’re playing; you haven’t noticed that they’re playing music at all. It’s just a background blur. You read your paper, you wait for your friend, or you talk to your companion, unaware that you’ve raised your voice in order to be heard above the music.
 
         Then suddenly you realise they are playing That Song. You know the one. The one you heard when you first met. Suddenly the melody cuts through the fug and reaches your conscious mind. Yes, that time, when it was all so crazy and so wonderful, that precarious time of fearful joy.
 
         Suddenly the sound, and with it the place and the time, is charged with meaning. Suddenly, out of the background blur, a vital message is imparted. Suddenly every sense is awake. Every note, every instrument, every word matters. It’s like a personal message, even though you know it came from whatever impersonal system it is that chooses music in pubs. Suddenly the place is alive. Suddenly, you are alive.
         
 
         I want you to have this experience, not for the duration of the song and its afterglow, but for the rest of your life. Every time you walk into a wood or along the seashore, every time you take a detour through the park on the way to work, every time you sit in the garden, the sounds around you will become charged with meaning. And every bird is singing your song.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Songs of life and death

         
 
         Birds sing. Each species sings a different song. That’s quite interesting for the human being who happens to be listening, but it’s life and death for the bird. When a bird sings, it sings the song of itself. The first and most basic piece of information that the song conveys is which species the bird belongs to. There is no point in a blackbird singing a lovesong to a wren: a young man might just as well present a bunch of flowers to an orang-utan. It is important for a blackbird that a blackbird sounds like a blackbird.
         
 
         A willow warbler looks almost exactly the same as a chiffchaff. As a general rule, a chiffchaff will have darker legs, but that’s hard to see at a distance, for both a bird and a human, and besides, it’s not one hundred per cent reliable. If you happen to be a bird-ringer and you catch a willow warbler in a mist-net, you should be able to tell it from a chiffchaff because the willow warbler’s wings are proportionately longer; a willow warbler flies to Africa for the winter, while a chiffchaff only goes as far as southern Europe, so the willow warbler needs better wings. But a willow warbler is not going to catch another willow warbler in a mist-net, nor is it going to measure its wings with a pair of callipers. So it sings.
         
 
         The songs of these identical-looking birds are radically different, as we will see when we take a closer listen to both birds later. You don’t need to see the bird. A birdwatcher need not watch a willow warbler or a chiffchaff. You only need to listen. If you are a birdlistener you can tell instantly, and with your eyes closed. Willow warblers and chiffchaffs are birdlisteners: so will you be, if you wish.
         
 
         We humans are different from most mammals. Most mammals have a highly developed sense of smell. For a dog, a lamp-post is a thrilling thing. To a human, a well-sprayed lamp-post is merely mildly disgusting, and a dog’s fascination mildly amusing or mildly irritating. But to a dog, it is The Times hot off the presses; latest news, social column, gossip. He reads it through his nose and learns which dog passed by when. Then, as if joining an internet chatroom, he will add his own contribution by means of a cocked leg. If you study mammals, you come to understand that an awful lot of the most important matters of their lives are based around urination and defecation: middens, the spraying and scattering of dung. It is impossible for humans to empathise with this: we just don’t have the equipment. Our noses are pretty coarse and feeble instruments. We smell in black and white, while a dog smells in eternal rainbows of subtle and delicate nuances. But birds are not great smellers, on the whole. Some vultures use smell to locate carrion; albatrosses can find feeding fish by smell; nightjars and swifts have a reliable sense of smell. But smell is not all and everything to any birds, as it is for a dog. They have other ways of communicating. As a dog pisses, a bird sings.
         
 
         And a bird’s song does something that a pile of dung can never do: it touches a human heart. I have established the presence of otters in front of my house, not, alas, because I have seen their sinuous selves, nor because I have heard their sweet song. No: instead of singing, otters will leave a spraint in a prominent place. Under a bridge is a favourite. A spraint is an otter turd. I rejoice to find a spraint: coiled and fish-stinky under the bridge’s arch: but I am not moved by the spraint itself, only by what the spraint means. A spraint touches an otter’s heart, but not mine. Like birds, we humans are creatures of sight and sound. Birds bring colour to our eyes: but the brightest and most brilliant thing they possess they bring to us by means of their voices. And like the birds themselves, we humans are touched and moved by birdsong.
 
         Learning birdsong is not just a way to become a better bird-spotter. It is tuning in: a way of hearing the soundtrack of the planet earth.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Robin

         
 
         Birds sing in spring, so obviously the best time to get started is winter. Birds mostly sing because they are establishing or protecting a territory, and attracting or safeguarding a mate. In other words, most singers are male, they mostly sing about breeding, and breeding is what happens in the spring.
         
 
         So at the height of spring, a rich chunk of woodland or even a suburban back garden is a glorious cacophony of song. At dawn, every cock bird with aspirations of siring a brood will lift his voice in song. And the dawn chorus at the height of spring is wonderful and it lifts your heart and yes, it’s perfectly possible to get a grasp of what’s going on and who’s singing what to whom – but it’s an awfully difficult place to start. If you want to learn the individual instruments of the orchestra, it’s probably best not to start with the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth. But it’s a fact that learning the instruments will give you a better grasp, a deeper understanding, a more profound joy in the "Ode to Joy".
         
 
         Best to start by listening to a few soloists. So listen out on a winter’s day: in a garden or a park or a patch of woodland. Choose a stillish calmish brightish day and the chances are you will hear your robin. It’s a robin, because it’s the only bird that sings consistently throughout the winter. In fact, it sings most of the year, while the rest shut up once the business of breeding is over. Robins, like most birds, go quiet in the high summer, when they are moulting and vulnerable and the last thing they want to do is draw attention to themselves. But as autumn begins, robins start to take up territories again. Males and females will both sing and defend the territories in which they feed.
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         When the spring comes around again, robins will pair up and then defend a breeding territory, quite often with the same mate as the previous year. The song continues more or less seamlessly from winter into spring. At these times, the robins are often the first birds to sing in the day, and the last ones to stop as it gets dark.
 
         Listen, then, to the song of the robin. You can do this by choosing the winter’s day; otherwise by listening to the podcast. The best way to learn is by listening. It’s hard to write the sound of a cello, or to describe the Bach cello suites, but there is a part of our brain in which we store the memories of sounds without need of verbal classification. You can activate this only by listening. First you listen with your conscious mind, but then, soon enough, you will find that the lessons have got embedded. Soon enough, you find that you know you are hearing a robin without needing to think about it. The song has become part of you.
         
 
         Now here’s a complication. The robin doesn’t have a single song. But don’t get disheartened. A robin loves variations and has a good repertoire, but the tone is the thing. You can use a violin to play Bach or an Irish reel, but it still sounds like a violin. A robin always sounds like a robin: a gentle, pretty, rather thin sort of song. When I was first learning birdsong, I thought of a robin’s thin, soft, insect-eater’s beak. It goes with a thin, soft song.
 
         Robins are frequently aggressive. The red breast is a token of strength. A robin will flash his breast – a display – towards another red-breasted robin; at peak times he will display at anything red. Robins will frequently follow up a display with an attack, if they come across a rival reluctant to back down. But the song doesn’t seem at all warlike to our ears. It seems sweet, and a trifle melancholy. Some say the song gets more melancholy as the year passes into winter.
 
         Listen to your robin. Listen again and again. It’s a revision test you can do throughout the winter: every time you hear a bird sing, pause for a moment and listen. And you will learn your robin, and you will begin to notice that every now and then, you hear a bit of song that is not a robin. You are telling one bird from another by means of song. You are tuning in.
         
 
         Be ecstatic.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Double figures

         
 
         Are you beginning to get the hang of the robin’s song? If so, you may congratulate yourself. You are practically into double figures. You can now recognise getting on for ten birds from the sounds that they make. It’s a fact that if you find yourself taking up an interest in any subject, you usually discover that you have been subtly learning it for years, by some kind of unconscious process.
         
 
         To categorise is a basic human instinct. We do so in order to understand the world. We break things down and place them in the right box. We don’t simply accept that some birds have a red breast and others do not: we separate the red-breasted ones and call them robins, and thereby, a rough-and-ready understanding of birds can begin. This is not something that only experts do: we all need to sort things into categories. If something attracts your interest – say, pop music, or films, or cars – then naturally, you start sorting them into finer and finer categories: that’s not a folk-song, it’s early Dylan; that’s not a film with subtitles, it’s Fellini; that’s not an old sports car, it’s an AC Cobra. For most people, a swan is a swan: end of categorisation. But for a birder, it matters that there are three species of swan in Britain and four more worldwide.
         
 
         Naturally, we do this categorising with sounds as well as sights. We know that this sound is a trumpet, and it’s a musical instrument; we know that this sound is a road drill and a machine; and that this sound is a dog barking, a living non-human animal. As a result of that tendency, we can all name a few birds from the sounds they make, without need of learning.
 
         Let’s start with a duck. You don’t need me to tell you that a duck goes quack. (If you get the hang of birdlistening, you will also come across ducks that whistle and ducks that make a noise like Frankie Howerd looking through a keyhole, but that’s by the by.) The most nature-deaf person on the planet will hear a quack and know it is a duck. Most domestic ducks, Aylesburys and Indian runners and so forth, have been selectively bred from mallards, and it’s as mallards that they quack. The equation quack-equals-duck is a common experience more or less across the world.
         
 
         A crow goes caw. The very name suggests the sound: many bird names turn out to be onomatopoeias. Middle English and Old English will give you crawe, the Dutch kraai, the German krahe. The ancient names were probably applied indifferently to carrion crows and rooks, both being large black species of crow. (There are finer categories of crow; in the wild world there are finer categories of practically everything.) The murmuring caws of a rookery in a country churchyard; the angry-sounding triple caw of carrion crow: hear these and you know – you knew already – that you’re listening to some kind of crow.
         
 
         We all know the sound an owl makes. Well, we are all familiar with the long, wavering hoot that you hear in a graveyard at night in a horror film. There are three species of owl you are really quite likely to hear, if you go to the countryside in this country, but never mind the smaller categories for now. If you hear a spooky, if rather stagey woo-ooo-ooo coming out of pitch darkness, you know you have an owl. A tawny owl, if you wish to be more precise.
         
 
         A seagull makes a series of repeated screams; you hear it on Desert Island Discs. Hear the sound on any television programme and you know, faster than you could tell it, that you’re at the seaside. These are herring gulls, and they have a decent range of sounds, but this is that characteristic one.
         
 
         A pigeon coos. There are several species of pigeon and dove in this country, and they all make different sounds, but it is all based on the principle of cooing. Later on I will encourage you to tell one coo from another: but we all know what cooing means.
 
         I heard about a survey in which young people were unable even to hazard a guess at the sound a cuckoo makes. This is not only because we are losing touch with the wild world: we are also losing cuckoos. These birds are much scarcer than they once were, but surely most people are aware that when they hear the sound “cuckoo” they are listening to a cuckoo.
         
 
         And one more: woodpecker. You hear a sudden brief frenzied machine-gun rattle from the heart of a stand of trees, and you know it’s a woodpecker. You may feel that this doesn’t count: the bird is not singing but bashing its beak into a dead branch. It’s all one to the woodpeckers. They are not looking for food when they drum; they are making a territorial signal. They are percussionists rather than vocalists, but they still send out a loud message in sound, and we humans can pick it up. It’s probably a great spotted woodpecker, but again, we’ll separate one species from another later on. In the meantime, you already know what a woodpecker sounds like.
 
         So no, you are not nature-deaf. No one is. You are already more tuned in than you thought. If you’ve got that robin, you can already do eight different kinds of bird with your eyes closed. And you probably know the laid-back song of the blackbird, the screaming of a party of swifts, and when you hear the never-ending song that pours and pelts from the heights, you know it’s a skylark.
 
         Deep into double figures.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            A place of my own

         
 
         Territory. Birds sing to protect it. It seems rather a base reason to burst into song, one that debases the entire notion of heart-lifting beauty and so forth. But we mustn’t think of territory in human terms – that is to say, ownership. Territory is not property. Nor is singing the avian equivalent of the traditional country greeting: what the fuck are you doing on my land?
         
 
         Territory is life. Nothing less. It is a bit of space without which a bird could not make more birds: a bit of space that a bird will – must – defend. Your average songbird has a three-tier system of defence, and the first of these is song. If the threat continues, the second level of protection comes in: display. A robin, as you already know, flaunts its red breast. Many species will pose with the head down and the beak held out; others will point the beak skywards and show off the breast. The meaning is clear, or supposed to be: don’t bother fighting with me. You’d only get yourself into trouble. The whole idea of singing and displaying is not to get into a fight; it is to avoid fighting. But battle is, of course, the third tier, with home advantage being very important.
         
 
         Territory is a variable thing. For many seabirds, the idea of a protected space is reduced to a square foot or two: the actual nest site. No bird claims a personal patch of ocean. Such a thing would be meaningless, because shoals of fish move about. It’s the exact opposite for a tawny owl: a territory, once established, is likely to serve the bird for the rest of its life.
         
 
         Many songbirds will set up a seasonal territory, in which they both nest and feed. The size varies a good deal: if there is a lot of food, the birds can be closer together without too much trespassing or stress. Warblers tend to have a fuzzier notion of territory and will defend the place where they happen to be feeding at the time.
 
         But when a bird is singing to protect a territory, it tends to mean that the territory is big enough to need an audible message to cover it all, and that there are enough birds of the same species around to defend it from. The rivals will be birds of the same species. Different species tend not to be in direct competition for the same resources: a blue tit looks for caterpillars on the far ends of branches; a great tit looks for bigger stuff in the middle of trees; a blackbird forages on the ground. The blackbird is worried about other blackbirds; the tits, whether great or blue, don’t bother him in the slightest.
         
 
         Song works. Pure song is often enough to keep the territory safe. One experiment showed that if you take the great tits away from their territory but continue to play the cock’s song though loudspeakers, you will keep the territory safe from invasion by other great tits.
         
 
         Territory is about food, about attracting and keeping a mate, about protection from predators. Ultimately, it’s about making more birds: of passing on, as Richard Dawkins would prefer me to say, the bird’s immortal genes.
 
         Territory matters. But it is not about showing off, about possession, about my place is bigger than yours. Territory is life, and it follows that the song used to defend a territory is the song of life. We are humans, from the order of mammals; they are birds in the order of Aves. But we, like the birds, respond very strongly to sound. When we hear the song of life, it matters to us. We respond, with our guts and with our emotions, to the song that stirs the passions of the listeners of the same species: a song that inspires rivalry and respect and even fear in the male listeners – if the song is good enough. It also inspires desire in the females – again, if the song is good enough. For birds, like humans, are discerning listeners.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Wren

         
 
         It’s a fine winter day. There’s not much warmth in the sun, but at least there are shadows on the ground. You’re in a good temper: this is a winter’s day that promises winter’s end. You hear a robin, in good voice, responding to the weather just as you are. And then there’s another song. Astonishingly loud, and coming from about knee-high.
         
 
         That’s a wren. A fast volley of alternating notes. More often than not, it’s followed by a loud, almost a violent trill. Try rattling your tongue just behind your teeth, as if you were imitating a road drill; that gives a general idea. This is one of the smallest birds in Britain; you could hold a dozen or more in your cupped hands, but when they sing, they really let rip. If you ever see a wren singing, with his cocky tail aloft, you wonder that he doesn’t rip himself apart with the effort he pours into his song, body and wings trembling.
 
         That trill at the end of the verse is the thing to hold onto. Once you have got it, it is quite unmistakable. The snag is that a wren won’t give you the trill every single time, and is more likely to leave it out in the winter, when he’s not seriously involved in setting up a territory: rather, he’s preparing for an early start and responding to the promise in the air.
         
 
         So when you hear a loud and strident burst of winter song, and you know it’s not a robin, take a pause and listen. He’ll probably put in his trill before long, and then you’ll know exactly where you are. After that, you’ll start to pick up wren from the initial phrases: as much from the context as anything else. Low down, loud: wren.
 
         As you listen to the wren and get him logged in your brain, you’ll find the song – well, a bit samey. Not something that bowls you over with its beauty. A few of those oscillating notes, and then the trill – and, er, that’s it. Mechanical, repetitive, unimaginative. But there’s a very great mystery attached to this brief explosion of song.
         
 
         If you record a wren’s song, play it back and slow it down, it becomes startlingly different, and a great deal more complex. The slowing-down of birdsong has become rather a thing among ornithologists in recent years: as it were, putting a song under a microscope. And you find that there is a very great deal more to a song that you thought, than you were capable of hearing. I have listened to a burst of song from a wren that lasted 8.25 seconds, slowed down to last for 66 seconds. The transformation is startling: hidden in the hurry is a sweet and leisurely melodic pattern. The wren sang an unbelievable 103 notes in the course of the song: that is to say, he was singing at a speed of 740 notes a minute. Impossible for a human to rival that: impossible, for that matter, for a human to distinguish the individual sounds. Our ears are not that fine.
         
 
         Does a bird distinguish the individual notes? We can do slightly better than merely saying, presumably, or what would be the point of pouring out all those notes? The whip-poor-will is an American bird, and it is famous for the far-carrying three-note call from which it gets its name. But if you slow it down, you find that the bird is actually singing five notes.
 
         The mocking-bird is a great mimic of all kinds of birdsong, and one of its favourites is the whip-poor-will. Slow down the mocking-bird’s imitation of a whip-poor-will and what do you find? Five notes. It seems that to understand and appreciate a bird’s song to the maximum, you need to be a bird. Birdsong is more complex and more beautiful than we are capable of understanding: but we can do our best.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Talking birds

         
 
         When is a song not a song? When it’s a call. Birds make noises for reasons other than holding a territory and winning a mate. And to make things more interesting, a lot of birds make a sound to advertise their territory – but not always one that we consider musical, not one we would really call a song. The cock-a-doodle-do of domestic poultry, or if you prefer, of the red jungle-fowl, its wild ancestor, is not in the nightingale class – or even the wren class – as a musical performance.  
         
 
         The notion of song is something that we tend to restrict to – well, songbirds. That is to say, the passerines who establish territories by means of musical and complex vocalisations. This is fair enough, but hardly precise. Passerines, by the way, are perching birds. This is a huge group that includes crows, with magpies and ravens and all. There is a sub group within, sometimes called oscines. This covers all the birds with a complex vocal apparatus that enables them to make complex noises. Or songs. There are about 4,000 species worldwide in this group, from a total of around 10,000 species of bird.
         
 
         Song, then, is pretty popular, and pretty important. But most birds, oscines or not, make noises; quack-quack, for example. And all songbirds make noises that are not songs. Walk through a wood, or a park, outside the breeding season, when the place is not echoing with song. You will still hear the sound of birds. You may well hear both robin and wren, even if they are not singing. A robin gives a soft click of an alarm call; a wren gives a much louder and more explosive click.
         
 
         A call is usually very short, often just a single note. A call can be used for a number of different reasons: to keep in touch with other members of a flock; to scold intruders; to encourage others to do the same; to give a warning of danger, if there’s a sparrowhawk, say, or a human about; as a threat; to ask for food; to express excitement.
 
         But here’s an intriguing thing: these calls are not hard-and-fast categories. It’s not a simple matter. The notion of danger doesn’t elicit one single response, like a dashboard light coming on when you are running low on oil. The bird’s response will indicate the degree of danger, and even the nature of the danger. Obviously, this is useful to other species of bird that are vulnerable to the same kind of danger. Song is always a message to members of the same species; call can be a sharing of information between species.
 
         The calls can be repeated, sometimes very rapidly, and with different levels of intensity. The alarm calls of the mistle thrush, when a magpie makes a dart for the nest, create a vivid drama in which the calls of the mistle thrush escalate rapidly from alarm to berserker fury. As with song, call can also arouse empathy in humans, not so much as a matter of anthropomorphism, sentimental identification with an animal, as the atavistic fellow-feeling of a creature that is, like humans used to be, prey.
         
 
         Call, then, is a simpler sound than the full song, as we understand it, as sung by most songbirds. But it is a more complex concept. Call can serve many functions. It is subtle, nuanced and variable.
 
         Hard-and-fast criteria are not always helpful. For example, there are times when communication by means of call seems to overlap into communication by means of song, when calling acquires a complexity and a territorial function. There is an overlap, a grey area between song and call. There is also a grey area between the silence of an amoeba and The Divine Comedy: a grey area between fully evolved language as we understand it, and nothing. Birds communicate. Often they do so by means of a song that we humans also find interesting and pleasing and even meaningful. They also communicate by means of call, when important concepts can be expressed. That’s communication.
         
 
         So when we listen to the sounds of birds, we are not just indulging our aesthetic sense, or enjoying being aural train-spotters. We are also asking questions about the nature of language, the meaning of sound, the things we have in common with our fellow animals and our sense of continuity with the non-human world. And as James Joyce once asked his friend Frank Budgen: “How’s that for high?”
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