Identifying birds by song and call
Box Moor Trust workshop report
Sam Buckton

And all the spring and all the May,
If I forbore the gate to clap,
Down that wood riding day by day
I’ve heard it singing ‘chipichap’;
And o’er the tree tops seen it fly,
Dancing about, a fairy thing,
But never yet could come so nigh
To tell the colour of its wing.

John Clare (1793-1864), from The Chiffchaff
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INTRODUCTION
The vocalisations of birds have long captured the human imagination. It is tempting to think that
birds sing for the pure joy of it, but in reality, bird vocalisations have very practical purposes in what
is a fiercely competitive and hazardous environment.
Most birds start singing in earnest from late January onwards and become quieter again in August,
with the strongest chorus at dawn and in the evening. It is generally the males that sing, and they do
this to both attract females and deter rival males from their territory. Birds also have a wide
repertoire of other calls, including alarm calls (the most noticeable one being the Blackbird’s!), and
contact calls (as is often heard in gangs of Long-tailed Tits). Some birds (e.g. Starling, Song Thrush)
are excellent mimics and will incorporate sounds (both natural and man-made) from the
environment into their song repertoire.
There are several reasons why it is worthwhile to practise identifying birds by their song and call. For
one, it is a valuable survey skill. As the great nature poet John Clare laments in the extract from The
Chiffchaff above, he struggles to see the Chiffchaff clearly. This is a common problem for birders,
particularly in woodland when the trees have come into leaf and all the birds are hidden up in the
canopy. However, John Clare can hear the Chiffchaff’s ‘chipichap’ song just fine; auditory
identification is often just as accurate as visual identification. Indeed, knowing the differences
between bird species’ songs and calls can provide straightforward and vital identification
information when visual differences are tricky to detect, e.g. for Marsh Tit versus Willow Tit or
Chiffchaff versus Willow Warbler. This skill is also a very satisfying one, and great for impressing your
friends. And throughout human history, we have found peace, meditation and contemplation in
listening to birds. ‘Mindfulness’ has become a real buzzword in the last few years, and it is hard not
to be mindful and in the present when one is focusing on the vocalisations of birds. Lastly, if we do
not appreciate the vocalisations of birds, we may fail to appreciate what we are losing. It took Rachel
Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring to spur campaigns that eventually led to bans of the infamous
pesticide DDT in the US. Today, one in eight bird species worldwide are threatened with extinction1,
and the populations of many bird species in the UK (especially farmland birds) have suffered
precipitous declines in recent decades2 at the destructive hand of humanity. It would be tragic to
lose the infinitely varied and wondrous avian chorus.

THE WORKSHOP
Summary
This workshop took place on 24th March 2019, and was structured around a walk through the Box
Moor Trust’s Hay Wood and Ramacre Wood from 9 am to around 11:30 am. There were c. 12
attendees, and the weather was very generous: we had sun all the way and little wind. Overall, we
detected 24 bird species during the workshop.
Birds species recorded
Notes on the species whose vocalisations were actively appreciated by everyone in the field are
included in Table 1. Species which were recorded visually but not heard clearly include Treecreeper,
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Long-tailed Tit, Green Woodpecker, Magpie and Buzzard. I stayed on a little while around the Old
Barn after the workshop and recorded a singing male Firecrest from the huge Wellingtonia behind
the Barn, the first record of this species in the area for ten years. All bird records will be sent to the
Box Moor Trust and uploaded to the BTO’s BirdTrack.

Table 1 Notes on the species whose vocalisations were actively appreciated by everyone in the field on 24 th
March. All photos used in the table are not my own but labelled for reuse on Google Images.

Bird species

Song

Call(s)

Notes

Goldcrest

Very high, wheeling,
ending in a flourish, like
a squeaky trolley
accelerating down a hill
and then crashing.

Very high, short trills.

Goldcrest is the smallest
bird in the UK, and has
an accordingly highpitched voice. Listen for
them in conifers
particularly.

Wren

An explosive, extended
series of trills.

Has an alarm call of
‘tchuk’s that are often
strung together.

Remarkably loud for
such a tiny bird!

Blue Tit

High-pitched,
descending and
accelerating like a
spinning coin.

Various indignantsounding calls, e.g.
‘tsee-tsee-tsee chrrrrr’.
Churring calls tend to go
up in frequency at the
end.

Often in groups.

Great Tit

The classic ‘tea-cher teacher’, usually repeated
many times with a clear,
ringing tone. Each Great
Tit seems to have a
unique take on this
song. Variants can even
include ‘tea-tea-cher
tea-tea-cher’ and ‘tea-

A little like Chaffinch,
e.g. ‘tsing tsing chrrrrrr’.
Churring calls tend not
to go up in frequency at
the end.
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cher-cher tea-chercher’.

Coal Tit

A more high-pitched,
slurred, ‘hoity-toity’
version of the Great Tit
song.

Various. A distinctive
call goes a bit like
‘tseee, tsee-tooay’,
sounding as though
they’re asking a
question.

Great Tit and Coal Tit
can usually be reliably
separated by song, but
there is occasionally
overlap in the song
characteristics, in which
case the ID can be
confirmed visually.

Chaffinch

I loved Anthea’s
description of the
Chaffinch song as a
cricket bowler taking a
run-up and then
throwing. The song is a
set of brassy, confident
trills which become
faster and lower in
frequency, as if the
bowler is accelerating in
bursts, before a final
flourish (throwing the
ball).

A ringing ‘spink spink’.
Also has a distinctive
flight call, a short ‘tyoo’.

Goldfinch

A complex, frenzied,
extended series of
chirping, buzzing and
jangling.

Short elements of the
song. The flight call is a
distinctive ‘wapit,
wapiti, wapiti’.

Often in flocks.

Dunnock

Like a squeaky
trolley/wheelbarrow
going along at a steady
speed.

Has a ringing, persistent,
slightly whining ‘cheep’,
sometimes strung
together to make a little
trill.

Commonly heard in
urban settings.

Chiffchaff

One of the most easily
identified bird songs. A
measured ‘chiff chaff
cheff chiff chaff cheff
chiff chaff cheff…’. The
order of vowels in the

A questioning ‘twee’,
similar to Willow
Warbler.

Distinguishing Chiffchaff
and Willow Warbler
visually can be tricky,
but the song
immediately sets them
apart. Willow Warbler
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ch*ff can vary! The song
often sounds more like
‘chiffy chaffy cheffy…’,
and can seem to trip
over itself.

has an equally lovely but
very different song, a
series of descending,
liquid cadences.

Robin

Carefree ‘twiddle-dedee’-like phrases.

Has a hard ‘tic’ alarm
call.

Unusually, both males
and females sing over
the winter when they
maintain feeding
territories. The male’s
song changes
throughout the year – it
is more restrained and
plaintive over the
winter, but becomes
more ebullient in the
spring and summer.

Blackbird

One of my favourite bird
songs, immediately
recalling warm summer
evenings. Mellow,
unhurried, elegant,
warbling phrases, with
lots of inflection in the
voice that makes it
sound rather
conversational.

Has a remarkable
variety of calls for
different situations3.
The most noticeable is
the loud, startled alarm
rattle. Other calls
include a mobbing
‘chink chink chink’,
often heard at dusk; a
high-pitched ‘seee’ in
response to aerial
predators; a soft, short,
high call that sounds a
bit like ‘woah’ in
response to ground
predators; and a ‘srii’
which can act as a fight
or flight intention call in
male disputes.

It has been suggested
that Blackbirds might
produce the ‘chink chink
chink’ call, used to mob
predators, at dusk
before roosting as a
‘dishonest signal’ to
deter other Blackbirds
from invading their
territory by making it
seem as though a
predator is present3.

Mistle Thrush

A little like Blackbird,
but staying at a more
level, quite high,
frequency range. The
phrases tend to be
shorter than Blackbird’s
and sound bleaker or
more plaintive.

Like a football rattle,
similar to Song Thrush.

Often sings from the top
of tall trees, and before
or during rain, lending it
the alternative name of
‘Stormcock’. Song
Thrushes can be easily
distinguished from
Mistle Thrushes by their
repetition of each
phrase, as immortalised
in Robert Browning’s
poem Home-Thoughts,
from Abroad: ‘That’s the
wise thrush; he sings
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each song twice over /
Lest you think he never
could recapture / The
first fine careless
rapture!’.

Nuthatch

A variable but usually
pure-toned and farcarrying ‘twee twee
twee twee’.

Varied pure-toned and
far-carrying calls. Some
sound almost like
Buzzard: a mewing
‘pyeeoo, pyeeoo’. The
alarm call is an agitated
‘tyutytyutyutyu’.

It’s a bit debatable in
Nuthatch what would
be classified as a song or
as a call!

Great Spotted
Woodpecker

Drumming.

A hard, agitated ‘pic’,
sometimes strung
together into scolding
‘chack’s, e.g. during
male disputes.

Be wary that the much
rarer Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker drumming
and calls can sound
similar, so a visual ID is
ideal for confirming the
species.

Stock Dove

A low, soft but farcarrying, fluting ‘woowu, woo-wu, woo-wu…’.

No frequently heard
calls.

Woodpigeon

Somewhat variable,
slow, fluting phrases
with considerable
modulation of pitch. My
mother, Susie, is
convinced that they say

A soft, groaning
‘oooooooh, haaw’.
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‘I do, love, Susie – I do,
love, Susie - I’. Note that
they tend to end on the
upbeat! You can easily
find your own words to
fit to a Woodpigeon
song. Some of them
seem to be Dvořák fans,
and exclaim ‘the New,
World, Symphony – the
New, World, Symphony
– the’.

Jay

Rarely heard. Variable,
often consisting of
mimicry.

Various. Most
commonly heard is a
harsh, scolding rasp, but
Jay is also an amazing
mimic and can make a
great variety of other
sounds.

Carrion Crow

The classic crow-cawing.
A more accurate
transcription would be
‘arrr, arrr, arrr, arrr’.

Cawing, as in the song.

Rooks tend to sound
hoarser than Carrion
Crows and have a
greater variety of calls,
including a high call that
sounds like a male
adolescent’s voice
cracking.

Buzzard

No song as such.

A far-carrying, mewing
‘eeaaaaaaa’, sometimes
a bit wavering at the
end.

Red Kite calls are also
high-pitched but have a
less pure tone and
sound more like
‘wheeeeeooo, wheeuwheeu-wheeu’.
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