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Click here to play video:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ECygBAilSzM 

The Towa- Towa- Great 

Songster of Guyana 

“A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer, it sings because it has 

a song”- Maya Angelou 

By Dmitri Allicock 

In a country full of colorful exotic songbirds, perhaps Guyana’s best-known 
avian songster is the little tanager finch called the Towa- Towa {Twa-

Twa}.This chestnut-bellied seed finch (Oryzoborus angolensis) is a species 
of bird in the Thraupidae family but was until recently placed in the 
Emberizidae. It is found widely in shrubby and grassy areas of Guyana and 
throughout South America. The mellifluous singing ability of this delightful 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ECygBAilSzM
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thraupidae
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songbird is prized by many bird 
lovers, making it the most popular 
cage bird in Guyana. 

In Brazil this lesser seed finch is 
referred to as “Curio” when means 
“friend of man”; in Trinidad it is 
called Chikichong.  

It is also very popular in Central 
America. 

The adult male is black apart from 
its chestnut breast and belly. The 
underwings are white and you can 
usually see a small white speculum. 
The young male is fully brown 
before molting to its black and 

brown permanent adult appearance. The female is brown with a heavy 
black bill, white under the wings but without a white speculum. 

The nest is an open cup made of grass and small twigs lined with dry 
material. It is built in low shrubbery and clutch size is 2-3 eggs. The bird 
feed mainly on grass seeds. 

Birds generate sounds from a structure called the syrinx , which is located 

at the junction of the two bronchi in the respiratory tract. The syrinx is 

controlled by pairs of muscles. Generally, bird species with more muscle-

pairs produce more complex calls. This species of bird possess between 

four and nine of these muscle pairs and make the longest and most 

elaborate calls which is probably why he is such a good whistler. 

Songs are variable and dependent on the bird but the most usually have a 
flavor of chittering zreeeeeet… zreeeeeet! The Towa -Towa is especially 
active in the twilight just before sunrise with a barrage of loud early dawn 
choruses. Some may even use the caged bird like an alarm clock that 
never fails. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syrinx_%28biology%29
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Song takes part to courtship 
displays and is used to attract 
females and to establish the 
territory. 

Displays by males vary and often 
occur on the ground or in low 
branch. He displays in front of 
the female with dropped wings 
and raised tail. Some males may 
rub their bills, performs aerial 
chases of female, or brings her 
nest materials. He is territorial 
and aggressive by whizzing fly -
by and calls. 

Various birds were considered to 
be in vogue and stylish 
throughout human history for 

one reason or the other and were kept in captivity. The Towa-Towa is 
Guyana’s number one cage bird due to its incredible singing attributes.  

This revered songbird provides soothing background music that is pleasing 
to the ear and cages are designed to be carried around by the owner. They 
were probably the first portable entertainment long before the transistor 
radio. Cages are designed and crafted with perching bars, feeding dishes, 
detachable tray at the bottom that makes cleaning easy which sits in a 
delicately weaved frame of wire and strips of well prepared wood. It is 
believed that the bird can live for as long as 20 years in captivity with good 
care compared with 7 or 8 years in the wild. 

The bird is sometimes loaned or rented to other Towa-Towa bird owners to 
improve one or the other ability to whistle. It is believed that a mature 
whistler could enhance the whistling ability of a younger bird by this close 
association, yet some may disagree and thinks that it could have the 
opposite affect and damages the younger bird’s confidence and whistling 
capabilities. 

Towa- Towa “bird racing” has been a cultural practice for generations and 
is one manner of showcasing the bird for bragging rights. It is a competition 
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where bird cages are placed within the close proximity of other Towa-Towa 
birds. Passionate owners then quietly standby and wait to see whose song 
will be the sweetest.   There’s not a female finch in sight, but the males vie 
for her attention anyway. They tweet sweetly and rapidly, sometimes 
fluttering wildly around their cages as they compete. The owners watch and 
listen intently, silently counting to an agreed number, the number of tweets 
the finch must sing before being declared the winner.   

This vocal bird can be sold for as much as $200.00 to $500.00 U.S dollars 
in Guyana. Some overseas Guyanese enthusiasts, yearning for the 
beloved sounds of their favorite homeland bird, are willing to pay as much 
as $2000.00. A string of recent arrest has placed Guyana on the infamous 
map of bird smuggling in the United States. Towa- Towa birds smuggled in 
hair curlers and birds in toilet paper rolls, hidden in shirt sleeves were some 
of the more prominent cases.  

A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer, it sings because it has a 
song. The love of this little songster finch brings out a unique and warm 
feeling of cultural identification between  many Guyanese, making the path 
of life  just a bit brighter by its serenading tweets and charm. 


