The Early Bird Catches the Worm

As | lay awake, listening to the rolling thunder and the rhythmic patter of rain against my
window, a familiar sound broke through the storm's murmur—a clear, melodious whistle,
unmistakably the Cape Robin-Chat. Its sweet song carried a sense of calm, a reminder that no
matter the weather, nature carries on. Soon, the mellow notes of the Karoo Thrush joined in,
their voices weaving a soft melody that turned the stormy morning into a private concert.

Even in weather that might send us scurrying for cover, these birds embrace the day with a
resilience and optimism that’s hard to ignore. It got me thinking about the old saying, "The
early bird catches the worm." This phrase, rooted in the natural behaviours of birds, reflects a
deeper truth: the rewards often go to those who rise early and seize the day. For birds, it’s
not just a charming metaphor—it’s a survival strategy.

For birds, waking early and starting their activities at dawn offers several advantages. Many
insectivorous species, like the Cape Robin-Chat and Karoo Thrush, rely on catching small prey
that is more active or easier to find in the cool, damp hours of morning. For others, the early
morning is the best time to forage, call for mates, or defend territories before the heat of the
day sets in.

The dawn chorus itself serves multiple purposes. Singing in the early morning, when the air is
still and sound travels farther, allows birds to establish their presence, attract mates, and
warn competitors. This behaviour is vital for their survival and success, and for bird
enthusiasts, it creates a golden opportunity to experience the beauty of their songs and
behaviours.

For birders, the phrase "the early bird catches the worm" takes on a whole new meaning. The
hours just after sunrise are the most productive for birdwatching. The light is soft and golden,
ideal for spotting birds and capturing their vibrant plumage. The world is quieter, with fewer
human distractions, making it easier to hear subtle bird calls and locate elusive species.

Many birds, especially shy or crepuscular species, are most active in the early morning. In
Gauteng, for instance, you’re more likely to hear the Red-chested Cuckoo’s haunting "Piet-
my-vrou" call or spot the Black-headed Oriole flitting through treetops during these precious
hours. Dawn is also when birds like the Barn Swallow and Yellow-fronted Canary gather to
feed, offering birders the chance to witness dynamic behaviours like flocking and foraging.

Stepping out early also provides a deeper connection to the environment. The cool morning
air, often tinged with the earthy scent of wet soil after rain, combined with the rising sun and
the symphony of birds, creates a sensory experience that’s as invigorating as it is peaceful.

There’s something magical about the dawn chorus, where each bird takes its turn in an
orchestrated performance. On mornings like this, even with storm clouds dulling the sunrise,
the birds carry on. The Hadeda Ibis, loud and ever-present, adds its raucous call to the mix, a
sharp contrast to the delicate notes of the Cape Robin-Chat. The Red-chested Cuckoo, a
seasonal visitor, punctuates the melody with its repetitive yet mesmerizing call.



The soundscape is as layered as it is diverse. The Cape Robin-Chat’s clear, flute-like notes act
as a prelude, setting a gentle tone. The Karoo Thrush, conversational and persistent, adds
depth, while the Hadeda’s boisterous cries provide drama. Even the soft patter of rain and
the distant rumble of thunder seem to complement the chorus, as if nature itself is the
percussion section.

Each bird’s song tells a story: a claim to territory, a message to a mate, or simply a
declaration of existence. Together, they remind us of the interconnectedness of life and the
rhythms of nature that persist despite human hustle and bustle.

In the rush of modern life, it’s easy to miss these moments. Yet the dawn chorus is a
blessing—a celebration of life that we are fortunate to witness. For me, waking up to the bird
song is a grounding experience. It’s a reminder that life continues, resilient and hopeful, no
matter the challenges we face.

When | step outside early, binoculars in hand, | feel like I'm part of something timeless.
Watching a Black-collared Barbet duet with its mate or spotting a Long-tailed Widowbird
displaying in the morning light is more than just birding—it’s a moment of connection with
the natural world.

The early bird catches the worm, indeed. But for birders, it’s not just about what we see or
hear. It’s about being present, immersing ourselves in the sights, sounds, and smells of a
world awakening.

As the storm eases and the rain slows to a drizzle, the birds’ chorus begins to quiet. One by
one, they go about their day, leaving behind the echoes of their morning performance. | am
left with a profound sense of gratitude—for the birds, for their resilience, and for the
opportunity to experience such beauty.

Tomorrow morning, I'll rise early again, knowing that the dawn chorus is a fleeting gift, one
that never sounds the same twice. Whether it’s the cheerful chatter of a Cape White-eye or
the bold cry of a Southern Boubou, each note is a reminder of how lucky we are to wake up
to the sound of life.

So, if you haven’t already, step outside at dawn. Take in the symphony. You might just find
that the early birder catches something far more rewarding than the worm—it catches the
essence of a new day, alive with possibility.



