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Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observing and 
recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing inspiration 

and insight from the sights and sounds that accompany the 
seasons throughout the year, he invites you to tune in to the 

often overlooked natural world all around us.
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In April come he will, 
In May he sings all day, 
In June he changes his tune 
In July away he will fly 
And in August, go he must!

This old rhyme sets a natural 
calendar for spring and summer 
based on the Cuckoo’s activities.  
It is now July when ‘away he will 
fly’, but I wonder how many of  us 
have seen or even heard a cuckoo 
this year?

I haven’t, at least not locally in 
the St Albans area.  I have enjoyed 
them in the oases of  RSPB nature 
reserves in Kent, Suffolk and 
Somerset but not on my doorstep 
– and yet they used to call in my 
garden, a herald of  spring and a 
sound of  summer.

The sad truth is that cuckoos 
are in decline and over the last 20 
years the number of  birds 
visiting our shores has decreased 

by over half.  This iconic bird – 
famous for its simple song and 
infamous for its cuckold ways – is 
in danger of  vanishing from our 
cultural experience.  No other bird 
is perhaps as imbedded in our 
cultural conscience as the cuckoo 
that has for centuries kept time 
and marked the spring and 
summer seasons.

From Aristotle, through 
Chaucer, Shakespeare, 
Wordsworth and beyond, the 
cuckoo has been given mention 
and lent it’s name to many 
colloquialisms such as ‘cuckoo’s 
shoe’ for bluebells, ‘cuckoo’s 
leader’ for the wryneck (now 
extinct as a British breeding bird) 
and ‘cuckoo spit’ – the frothy blobs 
of  foam found on plants in the 
springtime.

None of  these – bluebells, 
wrynecks or cuckoo-spit – have 
anything to do with the cuckoo 

other than timing – they all 
coincide with the cuckoo’s arrival 
and of  course, the arrival of  the 
much looked-forward to 
springtime.

But our cultural ‘cuckoo clock’ 
is fast becoming merely a cultural 
memory – a redundant reference 
akin to Beyoncé singing about 
‘pagers’ or the hip-hop duo 
OutKast telling us to “shake it like 
a Polaroid picture”. Craig David 
sings, “You left all your money on 
the TV” but I can’t help feeling 
that, just like our modern ultra-
thin TVs are no longer the place 
we can reliably put things on, so 
the cuckoo has ceased to be a 
substantial part of  our natural 
furniture. 

Spring has come and gone and, 
by and large, we did not see the 
cuckoo come, sing all day or 
change his tune.  This has led the 
BTO (British Trust for 

Have you heard the 
Cuckoo Clock?
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Ornithology) to set up The 
Cuckoo Project to investigate why 
cuckoo numbers have declined 
and specifically to ask the 
question what happens to cuckoos 
when, come July, away they fly to 
Africa?

Now, thanks to developments in 

technology, cuckoos are being 
satellite-tracked on their journeys 
across Europe and down into the 
impenetrable swamp forests of  
the Congo basin of  central Africa 
where they will over-winter. 
Already the data has revealed that 
cuckoos must decide on one of  
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two routes:  a western route via 
Spain and Morocco or an eastern 
route via the ‘boot’ of  Italy. Most 
birds it seems have a preferred 
route while a few alternate routes 
year to year. The western route to 
date however has shown a lower 
survival rate.

One cuckoo, nicknamed ‘Chris’ 
after the TV presenter Chris 
Packham, successfully made 
seven trips across the Sahara 

before meeting his end. The 
tracking project is still live on the 
BTO website and individual 
cuckoo’s progress, each with their 
own nickname, can be viewed on a 
day–to-day basis. True to the 
rhyme, this year, most of  the adult 
parent cuckoos are leaving or have 
already left and are now headed 
south through France.

As I write this article, ‘Cameron 
the cuckoo’, having left the New 

Forest on June 7 arrived in 
northern France on June 12.  Even 
keener to get going was ‘Raymond 
the cuckoo’ who has already 
reached northern Spain and has 
obviously decided to take the 
western route.  ‘Larry’ on the 
other hand is in the Balkans, 
clearly preferring the eastern 
route.  Not so eager to leave is 
cuckoo ‘Carlton II’ who remains at 
home in the coastal marshes of  

Suffolk.
It is a fascinating project and 

viewing the live maps of  the birds’ 
progress south one cannot but 
help feel concerned for the 
cuckoos’ safety and wellbeing.  
Hopefully each bird will return 
successfully next spring but with 
each mile they provide valuable 
data.  Much is still to be learnt 
about ‘our’ cuckoos but the 
research is beginning to fill in the 

picture as far as the risks facing 
cuckoos are concerned.

Hopefully, with more than just 
the summer snapshot we have had 
of  cuckoos in the past we will now 
be better placed to conserve their 
numbers.

Maybe, a little like the Polaroid 
camera, cuckoos will after all 
enjoy a comeback in Britain and 
their simple summer soundtrack 
will be current again!

The BTO’s satellite tracking project for cuckoos can be found at https://www.bto.org/science/migration/tracking-studies/cuckoo-tracking


