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About the Cuckoo

Another Redlisted bird and a migrant breeder in the UK. It is 33 cm in 
Length with a  Wingspan of 58 cm the Male is larger than the female. 

Females lay their eggs in the nest of the species which raised them 
which might be a Dunnock, Reed Warbler and Meadow Pipit... A single 
female may visit up to 50 nests each year.

The first migrants to arrive might be here by the 4th April most years 
our local Cuckoo returns on the 21st April or very close to it. 

The maximum age from ringing is 6 years 11 months 2 days (set in 
1983) however I have been hearing the Cuckoo return for the past 11 
years so maybe it has been a sucession of Cuckoos?

Until rececntly very little has been know about the migration of the 
Cuckoo but the BTO have been running a tagging project since 2011.  
You can read more about it here 

https://www.bto.org/our-science/projects/cuckoo-tracking-project/about-project




Poetry
To The Cuckoo -  By William Wordsworth

O blithe New-comer! I have heard,
I hear thee and rejoice.
O Cuckoo! Shall I call thee Bird,
Or but a wandering Voice?

While I am lying on the grass
Thy twofold shout I hear,
From hill to hill it seems to pass,
At once far off, and near.

Though babbling only to the Vale,
Of Sunshine and of flowers,
Thou bringest unto me a tale
Of visionary hours.

Thrice welcome, darling of the Spring!
Even yet thou art to me
No bird, but an invisible thing,
A voice, a mystery;

The same whom in my school-boy days
I listened to; that Cry
Which made me look a thousand ways
In bush, and tree, and sky.

To seek thee did I often rove
Through woods and on the green;
And thou wert still a hope, a love;
Still longed for, never seen.

And I can listen to thee yet;
Can lie upon the plain



And listen, till I do beget
That golden time again.

O blessed Bird! the earth we pace
Again appears to be
An unsubstantial, faery place;
That is fit home for Thee!



    Brockley Coomb - By Samuel Taylor Coleridge

    With many a pause and oft reverted eye
    I climb the Coomb’s ascent: sweet songsters near
    Warble in shade their wild-wood melody:
    Far off the unvarying Cuckoo soothes my ear.
    Up scour the startling stragglers of the flock
    That on green plots o’er precipices browse:
    From the deep fissures of the naked rock
    The Yew-tree bursts! Beneath its dark green boughs
    (‘Mid which the May-thorn blends its blossoms white)
    Where broad smooth stones jut out in mossy seats,
    I rest: -and now have gained the topmost site.
    Ah! what a luxury of landscape meets
    My gaze! Proud towers, and Cots more dear to me,
    Elm-shadowed Fields, and prospect-bounding Sea.
    Deep sighs my lonely heart: I drop the tear:
    Enchanting spot! O were my Sara here





       On Hearing The Cuckoo At Midnight. -  By Robert Bloomfield

       ‘Twas the blush of the spring, vegetation was young,
        And the birds with a maddening ecstasy sung
        To welcome a season so lovely and gay -
        But a scene the most sweet was the close of May-day.
        For the air was serene, and the moon was out bright,
        And Philomel boldly exerted her might
        In her swellings and trillings, to rival the sound
        Of the distant defiance of nightingales round.
        While the cuckoo as proudly was heard to prolong,
        Though daylight was over, her own mellow song,
        And appeared to exult; and at intervals, too,
        The owl in the distance joined in with “Too-whoo!”
        Unceasing, unwearied, each, proud of his power,
        Continued the contest from hour to hour;
        The nightingale vaunting - the owl in reply -
        With the cuckoo’s response - till the moon from the sky
        Was hastening down to the west, and the dawn
        Was spreading the east; and the owl in the morn
        Sat silently winking his eyes at the sight;
        And the nightingale also had bidden “good-night.”
        The cuckoo, left solus, continued with glee,
        His notes of defeat from his favourite tree;
        At length he departed; but still as he flew,
        Was heard his last notes of defiance, “Cuckoo!”





Songs

Spring and Winter conclude the Shakespeare comedy, Love’s Labour’s 
Lost and are introduced by Armado as a “dialogue in praise of the owl 
and the cuckoo.”

Spring

When daisies pied and violets blue
And lady-smocks all silver-white
And cuckoo-buds of yellow hue
Do paint the meadows with delight,
The cuckoo then, on every tree,
Mocks married men; for thus sings he:
“Cuckoo!
Cuckoo, cuckoo!” O, word of fear,
Unpleasing to a married ear!
When shepherds pipe on oaten straws,
And merry larks are ploughmen’s clocks,
When turtles tread, and rooks, and daws,
And maidens bleach their summer smocks,
The cuckoo then, on every tree,
Mocks married men; for thus sings he,
“Cuckoo!
Cuckoo, cuckoo!” O, word of fear,
Unpleasing to a married ear!



Winter

When icicles hang by the wall,
And Dick the shepherd blows his nail,
And Tom bears logs into the hall,
And milk comes frozen home in pail;
When blood is nipped, and ways be foul,
Then nightly sings the staring owl,
“Tu-whit, Tu-whoo!” –
A merry note,
While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.
When all aloud the wind doth blow,
And coughing drowns the parson’s saw,
And birds sit brooding in the snow,
And Marian’s nose looks red and raw,
When roasted crabs hiss in the bowl,
Then nightly sings the staring owl,
“Tu-whit, Tu-whoo!”—
A merry note,
While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.



The Cuckoo - a Folk Song.  

This song has a number of different versions and has been adopted and 
transformed by the Appalachians and American folk singers including Bob 
Dylan 

The cuckoo is a pretty bird,
She sings as she flies;
She bringeth good tidings,
She telleth no lies;
She sucketh sweet flowers
To keep her voice clear,
And when she sings Cuckoo,
The summer draweth near.

O meeting is a pleasure
And parting is a grief;
An inconstant lover
Is worse than a thief;
A thief can but rob me
Of all that I have,
But an inconstant lover,
Will bring me to the grave.

The grave it will receive me
And bring me to dust.
An inconstant lover
No maiden can trust;
He’ll court you, cajole you
Poor maids to deceive;
There is not one in twenty
A maiden can believe.



Come all you sweet maidens
Wherever you be,
Your hearts - do not hang them
On a sycamore tree.
The leaf it will wither,
The root will decay;
Alack! I’m forsaken
And wasting away

Here is the American version now tying it to the 4th of July 

The cuckoo she’s a pretty bird and she warbles as she flies
She doesn’t sing cuckoo till the fourth day of July
Gonna build me a log cabin on a mountain so high
So I can see her as she goes flying by

Jack o’ diamonds jack o’ diamonds I know you of old
You’re gonna rob my poor pockets of my silver and gold
I gambled in England and I gambled down in Spain
And I bet you five dollars that I beat you this game

Oh the cuckoo she’s a pretty bird and I wish she was mine
She doesn’t drink water she only drinks wine

Oh the cuckoo she’s a pretty bird and she warbles as she flies
No she doesn’t sing cuckoo till the fourth day of delight

I think this is my favourite sung version which is a combination of a few 
versions by Jimmy Aldridge & Sid Goldsmith click here to listen on you tube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j5KZ6saSwAg


“Sumer is icumen in” is a part of a medieval English round or rota of the mid-
13th century,  The song is written in the Wessex dialect of Middle English. It 
is the earliest surviving complete English secular song, circa 1250.

Sumer is icumen in
Lhude sing cuccu
Groweþ sed
and bloweþ med
and springþ þe wde nu
Sing cuccu

Awe bleteþ after lomb
lhouþ after calue cu
Bulluc sterteþ
bucke uerteþ
murie sing cuccu

Cuccu cuccu
Wel singes þu cuccu
ne swik þu nauer nu

Sing cuccu nu • Sing cuccu.
Sing cuccu • Sing cuccu nu



This is the modern translation

Summer is coming,
Loudly sing, cuckoo!
The seed is growing
And the meadow is blooming,
And the wood is coming into leaf now,
Sing, cuckoo!

The ewe is bleating after her lamb,
The cow is lowing after her calf;
The bullock is prancing,
The stag cavorting
Sing merrily, cuckoo!

Cuckoo, cuckoo,
You sing well, cuckoo,
Never stop now.

Sing, cuckoo, now; sing, cuckoo;
Sing, cuckoo; sing, cuckoo, now!



The Cuckoo, The Hedge-Sparrow and The Owl

 Ernest Griset (1874)

A lazy Cuckoo, too idle to make a comfortable home for herself and 
offspring, laid her eggs in the nest built by the Hedge-sparrow, who, 
taking the charge wholly on herself, hatched them, and bred up the 
young with maternal attention, till such time as they were enabled 
to provide for themselves, when they took wing and fled. Upon this 
the worthless Cuckoo came gossiping to the Owl, complaining of the 
misconduct of the Hedge-sparrow in treating her with so little attention, 
in return for the confidence she had shown in entrusting her with the 
care of her precious young brood. “Would you believe it?” continued 
the Cuckoo. “The ungrateful birds have flown off without paying me 
any of those duties which are the natural right of a mother from her 
offspring!” “Peace, peace,” replied the sage Owl, “nor expect that from 
others which you cannot give in return. The obligation lies wholly on 
your side to the charitable Hedge-sparrow, for her benevolence to your 
helpless young, whom you had abandoned; and remember this, that 
before you teach gratitude to others, you should learn yourself to be 
grateful.”

Fables



The Cuckoo and the Bee

A Bee, flying out of his hive, said to a Cuckoo, who was chanting on 
a bush hard by, “Peace! why do you not leave off your monotonous 
pipe? There never was a bird who had such a tiresome unvaried song as 
you have, ‘Cuckoo, cuckoo, cuckoo,’ and ‘Cuckoo,’ again and again.” 
“Oh,” cries the Cuckoo, “I wonder you find fault with my note, which 
is as much varied as your labours, for if you had a hundred hives to fill, 
you would make them all exactly alike; if I invent nothing new, surely 
everything you do is as old as the creation of the world.” To which the 
Bee replied, “I allow it, but in useful arts the want of variety is never 
an objection. But in works of taste and amusement, monotony is of all 
things to be avoided.”



In Dartmoor it is said that on first hearing the cuckoo in spring one 
should run in a circle three times with the sun, this will give good luck 
for the rest of the year. Similarly, if you hear the sound of first cuckoo to 
your right you will have good fortune but conversely if it is heard on the 
left then some bad luck is impending. 

It is said that in March, he sits on his perch; April he opens his bill; 
May, he sings all day; June he alters his tune, and July, away he do fly.

Another saying is “When the cuckoo comes to the bare thorn, Sell your 
cow and buy your corn, But when he comes to the full bit, Sell your 
corn and buy your ship (sheep).” 

The number of cuckoo calls is believed to reflect longevity of listeners.

In Greek Mythology The Cuckoo is the sacred bird of Hera.  

Zeus fell in love with Hera, but she refused his first marriage proposal. 
Zeus then preyed on her empathy for animals and other beings, he 
created a thunderstorm and transformed himself into a little cuckoo. 
As a cuckoo, Zeus pretended to be in distress outside her window. Hera, 
feeling pity towards the bird brought it inside and held it to her breast to 
warm it. All of nature burst into bloom for their wedding and many gifts 
were exchanged. 

Folklore & Myth





The  aim  of  this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird  each 
month, gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information to  
further  understand,  discover  and  share  ways  in  which  we can help 
them in the wild.  

More  of  my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including 
greetings cards, prints, printmaking and original drawings and 
paintings.

http://www.suzysharpeartist.com


What can we do...

There is so much we can do for Gulls Education is the key, so spread 
the word!  Engage with the misinfomation, reduce scaremongering 
with knowledgable accurate information, encouraging better human 
behaviour to discourage unwanted Gull behaviour, but also the 
following 

1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in Fishing, Farming and Land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice in anything.
5. Sign petitions to protect Birds and habitat
6. Share your love of wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end persecution and improve understanding
8. Dont use pesticides or poison in the Garden
9. Let the grass grow, insects love dandelions and daisies.
10. Grow wildflowers and plant native trees.
11. Encourage insects to your garden

Some links for further information:-

British Trust for Ornothology
RSPB

Birdlife
The Wildlife Trusts

The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
Help Wildlife

West Cornwall Wildlife Rehabilitation & Rescue Volunteers 

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/


SEE YOU IN 

If you would like to see some more of my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk

July

https://www.suzysharpeartist.com

