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THE SONG OF THE BLACK TFRANCOLIN
I M Hourston

Soize observations on the territorial vocalising cf the male Francolinus
francolinus. Cyprus, April 1973.

Even ore than the clinking of goat bells and the braying of donkeys, the
voice of the cock: francolin is the characteristic sound of the Anostolcs Andreas
Torest inm April. Frou dawn to dusk lie seems bent on informing the world that he
is_there, and in businesg, It does not take rmuch iuagination to Lear his
polysyllabic call, with its little introductory throat-clearing note, the.
anuouncenent, "oh ... I'm a Black Fraucolin. ¥t cories as a surprise to find

that such a self-important sounding bird is in fact hard to observe at close
quarters for any length of tive. Whick is a pity, for he is very handsone.

In an unsuccessful attenpt to nhotogranh the bird in close-up, the writer
spent a total of 16 h-urs in a hide at tle edge of a clearing in the juniper
scrub, Althe gh tie infuriating bird refused to erform in froat of the camera,
Le performed just about everywhere else in the irnediate vicinity, aud it was
possible to nalie sone cbpervati.us by sinply listeuing te Lim and catching
occasicnal glinpses of Fis activitics through pecpholes in the sides of the hide,

The bird concerned had been seen to call fruii a stance on to: of sorie of
the big rocks removed frim the clearing. The hide was therefore pusitioned
overlooking 2 sr 3 of these, with the clearius itself beyond then, while the
uicleared junirer was imediately behind the hide. On the 3 successive vornings
when the observati:ns were nmade the francolin Legan callini: at almost exactly
0530. By tben the i rning light was fairly strong, ti:ough barely strong enough
for eolour photography (4 sec at £5.6, 504SA). It was scon asparent that the
cocl: francolins of the area all worked tc a similar tinetable., The unvarying
'di ... da de dade di da' was hurled back and forth across the Karpas for about
an lour, with short iutermissisns. Then for ancther lLour the birds were silent;
only the distant voices of soiic francolins further aleng the peninsula -
possibly working to a time tabie of their own - cate faintly on the wind.

About 0730 - 0740 tic nearby tirds started up again and called
internittently for sorie 45 nminutes, after which there was only one short burst
of vocalising before all the francolins fell silent throughout the niddle part
of the day. Timings were not recorded in the afterncon, but a sinmtilar pattern
of sroup calling and sroup silence was .iaintained, culninating in a very vocal
session towards dusk.

The bird with which the writer was :iainly concerned moved frou place to
place within a territory of nerhaps 2 acres. He had calling-points along two
sides of the clearing, as well as in the adjacent juniper (in fact if the whole
of the cleared area was within his doniain he had a pood deal wnore than 2 acres
of territory). He called froia tree-tons, frow rocks and hwaiiocks, and from the
level ground itself - occasionally even while feeding. If his novements and
those of a neiglhbour cock happened to bring the birds relatively close tosether
the intensity of their calling increased. It was not nossible to watch the
disnlay at such tives, ior to deduce what it was that eventually decided the
birds t: end their vocal duel and 1ove on. However, it was possiule to guess
that anyone inteading te photegrash the Blze: Francolin in full cry would do
well to tape-record tiie bird's veice and play it back fro:m tiie hide; the
incurbent cock would alsiost certaiuly be on the scene iu a trice!

Altlouzh the arca patrolled ncst intensively by the francolin has been
estinated at upwards of 2 neres, this is not to say that thiere was a calling bird
to every 2 acres of the Apostolos Anireas area. There were rany fewer cocks
than that. Whetler territories of this size would becoite clearly cenarcated if
the francolin population were to increase to the poiat +f putting pressure on
the availalle space is a matter of conjecture. But the francolins' scng would
seen to have a potentially high ponrulation-limiting function.

Apart froi. the nonotonous 'advertising' call, the only sound heard frou
the cock francolin was a bubbling trill on one occasion when it flew down to the



ground froi. a tree. The soft little sound was anrarently voeal but it was
inpossible to be certain tlat it was not produced by the flight feathers es the
bird coutrolled the descent of its cormaratively heavy body.

Wiea calling, the francolin stands upright with neck extenled and bill
raised, nuck like a barnyard rooster crowing. He nalcs no attemnt to hide; on
the contrary he exposes hinself on the towost Lranelh: of a tree, or vn a rock
right out in the osen. IHowever, he is very alert and sensitive to hunan
anproach, cominz cdown fro. Lis perch and welking guictly off in concealnent at
the Tirst threat of <danger. He shows considerable skill in cutflanking and
otherwise evading - would-be pursuer in the unlergrowth. Only as a last resort
does he take refuze in flight. The Blaci. Francelin has nevertl cless been shot
out in scre parts of its ran;e and has Leen close to extiaction in Cyorus as a
whole. Its testy flesii .as been its downfell. Perhaps with srotectic: it nay
flonrish apgain.
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