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Abstract

Pink-billed Lark Spizocorys conirostris is an unobtrusive bird with a relatively low reporting rate of ~10% in the second South African Bird
Atlas Project (SABAP2). Little is known about the species’ vocalizations and song flight, and published descriptions are vague or confus-ing.
Here | provide a detailed description of vocalizations and song flights as recorded between 2012 and 2019 in Limpopo Province, South
Africa. Vocalizations were recorded using a digital recorder for calls in flight and occasionally on the ground, or were obtained from a video
camera placed near the nest to record vocalizations that would be impossible to record from a distance. Twelve categories of vocalizations
were identified, eight of them described here for the first time. The majority of the eight newly described vocalizations were obtained from
video footage. A more detailed description of the song flight is also provided and should clarify some of the confusing descriptions provided in
the literature. Knowledge of the flight song of Pink-billed Lark is valuable to locate and identify the species and will be an asset for moni-toring

programmes and SABAP2.
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Introduction

Pink-billed Lark Spizocorys conirostris is a southern African
near-endemic which extends marginally into Angola and
south-western Zambia (de Juana et al. 2004; Dean 2005;
Mills 2006). It favours short, open grassy areas, fallow fields
or the edges of pans and floodplains in semi-arid to fairly
high-rainfall grasslands, or Kalahari vegetation types in the
savannah biome (Dean 1997). Its shy and unobtrusive na-
ture means it often goes undetected, resulting in the rela-
tively low reporting rate of ~10% during the second South-
ern African Bird Atlas Project (SABAP2)
(sabap2.birdmap.africa/species/490).

Although larks are revered as some of the finest songsters
amongst birds, this accolade is nearly always based on the
song of males performed during their extended aerial dis-
play flights known as song flights (de Juana et al.
2004). However, larks are known to have a range of other
vocalizations, including  alarm, begging, territorial,
distress, flight, warning, feeding and flock calls, amongst
others, but for most species detailed descriptions of their
full vocal repertoire are lacking (de Juana et al. 2004;
Donald 2004; Catchpole and Slater 2008). The song flight
of Pink-billed Lark is equally poorly known. Descriptions
range from ‘lacks a distinct aerial display flight (Allan
2014), to ‘a fairly short aerial display’ (Ryan 2004) and,
perhaps the most detailed, ‘an aerial display flight about
20 m high, calls quietly while cruising’ (Vernon 1989).

A comprehensive description of the full vocal repertoire and
distinctive song flight of cryptically coloured species such as
larks is useful for bird monitoring programmes. For example,
the characteristic flight call may aid both the location and
identification of an inconspicuous species such as Pink-

billed Lark but descriptions of Pink-billed Lark vocalizations
in the literature leave much to be desired as it may apply to
several of the smaller larks such as Eremopterix spp.,
Spizocorys spp. and Red-capped Lark Calandrella
cinerea (cf. Hockey et al. 2005). Published accounts of
Pink-billed Lark vocalizations suggest four types of
vocalizations: alarm and flight calls, male song and an
unassigned, stridulent-like call, possibly a form of song,
produced by birds on the ground (Maclean 1970;
Maclean 1985; Ryan 2004; Dean 2005; Peacock 2012).

This study describes the song flight of the Pink-billed Lark
and sheds light on the range of other vocalizations.

Methods

Pink-billed Lark vocalizations were recorded at Al3 Farm, De
Loskop (-23.50°; 29.32°; 1090 m above sea level), approxi-
mately 40 km north of Polokwane, Limpopo Province, South
Africa between 2012 and 2019. Incidental observations of
song flights of male Pink-billed Larks were recorded during
field work when possible. Recordings were made with a
Marantz PMDG670 Professional digital recorder and a Senn-
heiser MEG66 directional microphone. Some vocalizations
were obtained while recording parental activity at the nest
using a concealed Sony HDR-XR160 digital video camera
placed 1-2 m from the nest (see Engelbrecht and Marr
2019). Pink-billed Lark is sexually monomorphic and there-
fore at least one member of the breeding pair was trapped
at the nest, sexed using the presence (female) or absence
(male) of a brood patch as described by Engelbrecht and
Mathonsi (2012), and fitted with a SAFRING metal ring and
a combination of colour rings to identify individuals. For the
purposes of this study, the following five categories were
used to describe the vocal repertoire: elements, syllables,
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phrases, calls and songs (Catchpole and Slater 2008). Ele-
ments are the simplest and are often referred to as elemen-
tary units and usually defined as a continuous line on a so-
nogram. A syllable is slightly more complex as it consists of
two or more elements lasting a few hundred milliseconds.
Several syllables can be grouped together in a particular
pattern or they can all be different. Several syllables consti-
tute a phrase and a song sequence comprises several
phrases repeated in a variable or repetitive sequence. Calls
are basically short, simple sequences of phrases. Sono-
grams were created using the Raven 1.6.1 software pack-
age (Center for Conservation Bioacoustics 2019).

Vocalizations and song flight of Pink-billed Lark

Results
Vocalizations
Twelve categories of vocalizations were identified:

Nestling begging call

These calls were produced by nestlings when they saw a
parent flying overhead or arriving at the nest. Begging calls
can be either a soft hissing sound, 0.3-0.4 s long, or a high-
pitched peep call of varying duration (0.1-0.4 s) (Figure 1).
Nestling calls were difficult to record as these calls are ra-
ther soft and nestlings tend to remain silent when they
sense activity near the nest.
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Figure 1: Nestling begging calls of Pink-billed Lark.
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Figure 2. Nestling distress calls of Pink-billed Lark: A - the harsh, drawn-out pulsed call with an introductory shriek note; B - the

shriek note on its own.
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Nestling distress/threat call

These calls were made when the nestlings were handled
during data collection. A distress call is characterized by a
harsh, drawn-out pulsed call (0.2-1.0 s) with a broad fre-
quency range, usually preceded by a short, introductory
shriek note lasting 0.1-0.3 s (Figure 2). Occasionally, the
shriek was called on its own. The pulsed call typically com-
prised > 50 elements.

Nestling feeding call
A soft chi-chi-chi-chi, chirrup or warble of different syllables
were called by both sexes when feeding nestlings.

Threat call

A loud, harsh, grating call comprising 3-5 phrases was doc-
umented while video recording activity at a nest. On one
occasion, the attending parent raised its back and belly
feathers and called a threat call when a centipede passed
the nest. On another occasion, one of the nesting pair
seemingly attacked what the attending bird perceived as a
potential threat that apparently approached close to the nest
but the perpetrator was not visible in the video (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Threat call of Pink-billed Lark.

Vocalizations and song flight of Pink-billed Lark

Appeasement call

Apparent appeasement calls were captured while video re-
cording parental activity during incubation. These calls prob-
ably serve to reinforce the pair bond and are of two kinds:
an excited chattering call (Figure 4) and a very unusual
‘metallic’ call (Figure 5). The former is a mixture of the flight
call of an individual and a warble of individual elements.
With the chattering appeasement call, the individual signa-
ture flight call syllables are typically delivered at a slightly
slower rate compared to the usual flight call, but for much
longer periods (typically > 45 syllables) compared to a flight
call. The metallic call is unlike any other lark vocalization
known. It is a rapidly pulsed call lasting 0.5-0.7 s, with or
without an introductory and/or terminal note. The duration
between individual elements may be varied, creating differ-
ent sound effects.

Alarm call

This can be described as a pulsed one- or two-phrase call.
Alarm calls are characterised by a fluctuation in frequency in
the first phrase: it typically has a short, sudden rise in fre-
quency followed by a gradual drop in frequency. Alarm calls
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Figure 4. Chattering-type appeasement calls of a pair of Pink-billed Lark at change-over during incubation.
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Figure 5. The ‘metallic’ appeasement call of Pink-billed Lark at change-over during incubation. The sonogram represents two

metallic calls: A and B. Call B started with two introductory notes.
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Figure 6. Contact (A) and alarm calls (B) of Pink-billed Lark.

were uttered by both sexes and mostly while in flight as they
circled around the area of concern, e.g. when there was
disturbance at or near the nest (Figure 6B).

Aggressive/attack call

This is a rapid tsk call, either a single element or up to 17
clustered together to create a sound resembling electric
sparks. This call was occasionally heard when conspecifics
chased each other in flight. In such instances it was invaria-
bly a 1-2 note tsk call. A more urgent and louder version of
this call was recorded on video during an aggressive
encounter at an active nest (Figure 7A).

The call preceded an apparent physical approach of the
source of the threat.

Cricket call

This call was recorded on two occasions by birds in flight. It
is a soft and very rapid, pulsed call comprising 8-12 ele-
ments, the elements separated by approximately 0.01 s
intervals (Figure 7B). Like the aggressive call, the cricket
call also resembles a series of electric short circuit sparks or

a stridulating insect, e.g. a cricket.

Ground/foraging calls

A mixed warble of different clicking, tjirp, tek and pulsed kluk
calls when birds were foraging on the ground. It is possible
that some of these calls may form part of a muted subsong.
These calls were generally rather soft and difficult to record
(Figure 8).

Flight call

Flight calls here refers to calls made by both sexes, usually
but not exclusively in flight and often when flying in flocks or
gathering, e.g. at a source of water. Flight calls were high-
pitched phrases comprising 2—-24 syllables. It appears as if
each individual has a unique ‘signature’ call but this notion
needs confirmation (Figure 9).

Song

The song (or flight song) refers to specific vocalizations
made by males only while performing their aerial display
flights. This is subtly different to a song flight, i.e. the combi-
nation of song and the aerial display flight. Thus, flight song
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Figure 7. Aggressive (A) and a sequence of four cricket (B) calls of Pink-billed Lark.
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Figure 8. A sequence of various elements and syllables comprising ground calls of Pink-billed Larks.

is a type of vocalization, and song flight refers to an aerial
display flight involving male song. The song is a drawn-out,
rapid, pulsed call of a constant frequency lasting ~0.4-0.7 s.
The sound resembles an object drawn across the teeth of a
comb. This call may or may not be preceded by an introduc-
tory note or, rarely, a flight-call phrase. An alternative, un-
common form of this call also featured a rapid pulsed call,
but comprised two notes; a short one followed by a longer,
descending phrase (Figure 10).

Song flight

Song flights were performed at regular intervals throughout
the day and year, albeit most frequently in the morning and
just before and during the breeding season. Song flights
commenced with a male ascending steeply (> 60°) to a
height of approximately 1540 m. The male was usually

silent while ascending, although it occasionally started its
song towards the end of the ascent. Upon reaching the dis-
play height, the male flew in an irregular pattern and alter-
nated between rapid wing fluttering and gliding short dis-
tances while singing. Most Pink-billed Lark song flights were
short (typically 40-55 s) and the longest song flight ob-
served from start to finish at the study site was 111 s (n =
16). Song flights ended with a steep descent, with wings
closed, in a step-wise manner (3-6 steps depending on the
initial display height). The steps were sometimes inter-
spersed with short bouts of fluttering flight, and/or song or
flight calls as well as acrobatic zigzagging. The final approxi-
mately 5-10 m of the descent were essentially a free fall.
Song flights took place over a relatively large area and
males sometimes landed in excess of 150 m from the point
of ascent.
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Figure 9. A collage of various flight calls of Pink-billed Lark. Each cluster represents a separate recording, possibly different

individuals.
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Figure 10. Different kinds of flight songs of Pink-billed Lark: A — the usual drawn-out pulsed call of a constant frequency, B — the

same call but with an introductory phrase, C — an alternative version of the song.

Discussion

My results reveal a much richer vocal repertoire for Pink-
billed Lark than indicated in the literature. Excluding the two
nestling calls, 10 vocalizations were recorded for adults in
different behavioural contexts. This is considerably more
than the four vocalizations — flight, alarm, ground and song -
described in the literature. With the exception of the cricket
call, all the newly described vocalizations were obtained
while video recording behaviour at nests. It is therefore high-
ly unlikely that these ‘private’ vocalizations will be heard
during routine encounters with Pink-billed Lark. These ob-
servations, however, yield valuable insight into the complexi-
ties of vocal communication in the species.

Vocalizations
Nestling calls
The nestling begging and distress calls described here are
typical of the calls of nestlings of many lark species
(Engelbrecht 2005; Engelbrecht and Dikgale 2017; pers.
obs.). Although the harsh nature of a distress call serves to

startle a potential predator or to alert the parents, video foot-
age and observations made while collecting data at active
nests suggest a nestling’s main defence to a threat remains
to tuck into the nest cup and lie motionless, only resorting to
the distress call once seized.

Nestling feeding calls

Nestling feeding calls are used by parents delivering food to
nestlings and apparently serve to entice blind nestlings
(from hatching to approximately day 3) to gape for food. The
call is a soft, mixed warble of elements, syllables and short
phrases and is similar to the nestling feeding calls of other
lark species (Engelbrecht and Dikgale 2017; pers. obs.).

Threat call

The threat calls recorded during this study are indistinguish-
able from threat calls of other lark species (pers. obs.). Due
to the difficulty in recording threat calls, these calls are likely
under-reported in the description of the vocal repertoire of
larks.
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Appeasement call

The appeasement calls recorded in this study probably
serve to reinforce the pair bond. These calls were only rec-
orded during incubation at shift change-overs. The chatter-
ing call associated with the appeasement calls recorded in
this study is similar to some flight calls but has a more excit-
ed tone to it and the syllables are repeated for extended
periods. In my experience, Peacock’s (2012) description of
the song flight as a flight call interspersed ‘with complex
whistles and chattering while flying low over the grass’, bet-
ter fits the appeasement chattering call and behaviour of
nesting pairs as observed at change-overs rather than a
song flight. For example, when the off-duty parent returns to
the nest at a change-over, both sexes call the excited chat-
tering call. Prior to landing, however, the returning bird will
often flutter-fly or hover briefly low over the nesting area as if
looking to locate the nest before landing.

The metallic appeasement call reported here for the first
time is seemingly unique in the family Alaudidae as | have
never heard such a call nor could trace a reference to such
a call for the family in the literature. It was only heard at
change-overs but unfortunately it could not be established
which sex performed this call.

Contact call

This was usually called when the adults were feeling appre-
hensive about something approaching the nesting area, but
this call lacks the urgency of an alarm call.

Alarm call

According to Maclean (1985) the alarm call is similar to the
flight call, but accented in the first syllable. This fits the de-
scription of the alarm calls recorded in this study. However, |
disagree with Maclean (1985) that it sounds similar to the
flight call of the species as it has a distinctly more ‘urgent’
tone to it and is less musical.

Aggressive/attack call

The aggressive or attack calls recorded in this study were
either recorded during aggressive interactions between con-
specifics in flight, or when an unknown threat approached
close to the nest. Although this call sounds similar to the
cricket call, the duration between elements is longer and it
appears to be delivered in groups of two in rapid succes-
sion.

Cricket call

The cricket call reported here is in all likelihood the same as
the stridulent-like call reported by Maclean (1970). Although
the behavioural context in which it is performed is not
known, it may be an alternative manifestation of an aggres-
sive call or form part of the song or subsong of males. In this
study, the cricket call was heard during an interaction be-
tween three birds, one being a male performing an aerial
song flight, the sex of the other two unknown. However, it
could not be determined which individual produced the call.

Ground/foraging calls
Ground calls represent a subdued mixture of various ele-

Vocalizations and song flight of Pink-billed Lark

ments, syllables and phrases, and since they are usually
performed on the ground and in the presence of another
individual, this type of call may represent a version of sub-
song. Maclean (1970) also described a faint, trrr krik krik
call, resembling a stridulating insect, produced by birds on
the ground and suggested it represents the audible compo-
nents of a song. Interestingly, the stridulent call was not
listed as one of the calls of the species by Maclean (1985).
Maclean’s (1970) description of the stridulent calls by birds
on the ground may well be the same as the cricket call rec-
orded in this study. Nevertheless, it seems quite possible
that the cricket and stridulent calls may be a form of song of
Pink-billed Lark which may be delivered on the ground or in
flight.

Flight call

It is clear that the flight call described in this study is similar
to the si-si-si, tree-tree-tree or pli-pli-pli flight call described
by Maclean (1985) and Peacock (2012). However, this over-
simplifies the rich variation in the flight calls of Pink-billed
Lark, which possibly reflects differences between individu-
als. Furthermore, it should be noted that the syllables are
delivered in phrases varying from two to as many as 24 syl-
lables, and is not only restricted to bursts of 2- or 3-syllabled
phrases as described in the literature. The spectrogram for
Pink-billed Lark shown by Maclean (1985) is interpreted
here as the species’ contact call, not its flight call.

Closer inspection of the flight calls of individuals and obser-
vations of nesting birds suggest that each individual has a
unique ‘signature’ flight call. All the other calls reported here,
e.g. contact, alarm, ground and aggressive calls, show rela-
tively little intraspecific variation. Pink-billed Larks forage in
loose aggregations or flocks and ‘universal’ calls, e.g. alarm
calls, would be advantageous in a flock when a predator is
around. However, there are instances where some form of
individual recognition would be advantageous, e.g. to locate
a mate in a flock, to hear when a mate is approaching the
nest or calling from the nest for nest relief.

Song

Judging by descriptions in the literature, there is considera-
ble confusion regarding the flight song of the Pink-billed
Lark. Descriptions range from the absence of a song, to
song which is generally inaudible to the human ear, and a
host of descriptions that are either vague or simply errone-
ous (Maclean 1970; Ryan 2004; Peacock 2012). However,
the flight song is so distinctive and characteristic of the spe-
cies that the vague and confusing descriptions in the litera-
ture comes as a surprise. It is almost invariably associated
with an aerial display flight (only one record of song from the
ground recorded in this study) and is often interspersed with
flight calls as described in the literature (Ryan 2004; Pea-
cock 2012). | am of the view that the flight calls, which
seems to be an individual signature’ call as described
above, are incorporated into the song to aid in identification
of the displaying individual. In my opinion, however, to de-
scribe the song as ‘short, sweet whistled elements’ is incor-
rect and, although open to interpretation, no calls resem-
bling this description were recorded in this study. The song
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is a rapid, pulsed call lasting approximately 0.5 s and
sounds like an object dragged across the teeth of a comb,
interspersed with flight calls. This vocalization is the most
reliable indicator of the presence of Pink-billed Lark as it is
performed throughout the year and familiarity with it is of
particular value in bird monitoring programmes such as the
Southern African Bird Atlas Project 2.

Song flight

Like many larks, Pink-billed Lark also incorporate their song
in aerial displays which are characterised by a distinct flying
style known as song flights. Despite the brevity of the song
flight of Pink-billed Lark (generally < 1 min), it is in essence
very similar to the aerial display flights of other larks, e.g.
Chestnut-backed Sparrow-Lark Eremopterix leucotis with
which it co-exists at the study site. Like most other larks,
there is a steep ascent, a cruising stage with a butterfly-like
flight while singing, followed by a steep descent with the
wings closed, either in steps or directly to the ground.

In conclusion, Pink-billed Lark possesses a surprisingly rich
vocal repertoire. The study clarified some confusion in the
literature regarding the description and behavioural context
of some vocalizations and resolved some uncertainty re-
garding the species’ song flight. Although several previously
undocumented calls are reported here for the first time, sev-
eral of these were recorded during video recording sessions
at nests and are unlikely to be heard under field conditions.
The apparent ability to distinguish individuals based on their
flight call merits further investigation.
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