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Nature Notes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world

Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observ-
ing and recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing 
inspiration and insight from the sights and sounds that ac-
company the seasons throughout the year, he invites you to 
tune in to the often overlooked natural world all around us.

Twitter @rupertevershed  Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

Songs of spring
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The great engine of  
spring has started up 
but the sound of  its 
pistons and crankshaft 
are not diesel-fuelled 
sputterings or metallic 

grindings but the sweet trill and 
melody of  birdsong.

Each song is different and sung 
from different places. Up above the 
skylarks soar in joyful trill, while 
from treetops song thrushes punch 
out their notes loud and clear.

From the thorny brambles wrens 
whir out their extraordinarily loud 
and succinct song, while the 
‘chiff-chaffing’ of  the chiffchaffs 
provides a constant and repetitive 
background squeak, somewhat akin 
to a running engine part in need of  
oiling.

Together the songs swell in 
volume and give a sense of  a great 
mechanism swinging into action, 
and out walking in the countryside, 
or even in the garden, it is quickly 
evident what that mechanism is.

Courtship is the order of  the day.  
Caution is thrown to the winds and 
male birds abandon themselves to 
song and dance – that timeless 
dance that involves pursuing the 
opposite sex while warding off  any 
competing males.

This is the best time to see our 
resident songbirds and today I had 
a feeling that they know it is their 
time too.

The summer visiting choir of  
warblers has not yet arrived in 
force so there is plenty of  room on 
the stage. Equally, the trees have 
not yet acquired their full foliage so 
clear views are on offer for both 
bird and observer.

Greenfinches sing from the tops 
of  trees and launch themselves into 
butterfly-like aerial display flights.  
Up close the male greenfinch is the 
perfect model for the new season’s 
colours: subtle shades of  green and 
grey, with a striking yellow wing 
bar, echoing the colours of  the 
emerging pussy willow buds.

When I was younger and didn’t 
need to worry about such matters 
as going to work, I used to get up 
very early, sometimes at 3am, to 
open a window and listen to the 
dawn chorus of  birds.

I remember sitting there, peering 
out into the still, dark cool of  the 
night, notebook and pen in hand, 
awaiting the first song of  the day.  
Invariably it was a wren or 
woodpigeon who would tune up 
first before being joined by a robin 
or blackbird.

Gradually, almost imperceptibly, 
as the sun rose, others would join in 
– great tits, blue Tits, collared 
doves, song thrushes, greenfinches, 
chaffinches and so on – until an 
almost deafening chorus greeted me 
and my list ran to over twenty 
species.

Notably, it wasn’t until the sun 
was properly up that I would hear 
the summer visitors – chiffchaffs, 
willow warblers and blackcaps 
break into song, as if  declaring that 

it was now not only light enough 
but also warm enough to sing!  I 
would then crawl back into bed 
with the noise of  birdsong still 
ringing in my ears.

If  you have never made a point of  
rising early to catch the dawn 
chorus the next few months offers 
you that chance again and it is well 
worth it.

Gardens are rich in birdlife and 
together they stretch across St 
Albans suburbia to form one great 

parkland, unified by seasonal 
‘songlines’ that mark out avian 
territories, oblivious to fences and 
legal deeds.

To listen to one bird song is to be 
connected to all birdsong: each 
beacon of  song in audible view of  
the next.

The war poet, Edward Thomas, 
captures this beautifully as he 
listens from a train window while 
stopped briefly at a rural station:

And for that minute a blackbird 
sang

Close by, and round him, mistier,
Farther and farther, all the birds
Of  Oxfordshire and 

Gloucestershire.
Edward Thomas, “Adlestrop” 

(1917)

I wonder how far we could hear 
and how far each bird hears the 
next?  Were it not for the Channel 
we might hear echoes of  the birds 
across Europe and beyond!

Even so, many songbirds regularly 
cross the Channel and last year I 
did too and visited a tiny and 
picturesque village in Switzerland 
called Vogelsang or, in English, 
‘Birdsong’.  Is it maybe just possible 
that Blackbird songs sung in this 
tiny village, (a good candidate for 
the headquarters of  the real 
‘Twitter’!), make it all the way back 
here, those Swiss notes informing 
and harmonizing our resident birds 
repertoire?  I like to think so.


