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THE WOOD-LARK AT NIGHT. 
BY 

HENRY S. DAVENPORT. 

THE status of the Wood-Lark (Lullula a. atborea) as a noc
turnal songster has exercised my mind for upwards of half 
a century, but not until more or less recently have I been 
favoured with an opportunity of personally studying the 
question in a region where the species is anything but a 
rarity. Information acquired from books—and I am con
versant with many—has never imparted a deep sense of 
satisfaction. Eleazar Albin, whose work on Birds was 
published so long back as 1738, seems to me to have a fore
most claim to credit for his observations, brief though they 
are. The vast majority of writers either skip all reference 
to the subject, or content themselves with producing 
stereotyped formulas that have become drear and common
place from constant use. More especially is this somewhat 
harsh criticism true of the nesting site of the Wood-Lark, as a 
cursory glance at books of reference will testify. Gilbert 
White, of Selborne, whose Natural History was published 
in 1789, confined himself to a somewhat laconic pronounce
ment to the effect that Wood-Larks sang during hot nights 
in summer. Bellamy, in his Natural History of South Devon, 
published in 1839, states that he heard three Wood-Larks 
singing at 11 p.m., on January 14th, 1835, " while perched 
on trees within about a gunshot of each other." Murray A. 
Matthew, joint author of The Birds of Devon, also states 
that he once heard a Wood-Lark in full song during a cold 
night in March. Such records, however, are hardly ex
haustive of whaf can be said of an indigenous species whose 
strains, whether heard by day or night, always represent 
perfect melody. It may also be noted in passing, that though 
sundry who are acquainted with Bellamy's work may jibe at 
what has been quoted on the grounds that the author 
claimed the Grey Plover (Squatarola s. squatarola) as a 
breeding species on Dartmoor, and", further, clearly evinced 
some lack of acumen in differentiating between a Cuckoo 
and a Hawk ; nevertheless, the errors are scarcely of a type to 
vitiate a very precise statement as regards a matter of fact 
within his own knowledge. 

During the past three years I have spent a month in the 
springtime at Budleigh Salterton, whereabouts Wood-Larks 
foregather in some abundance at all seasons. My host and 
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companion on each occasion was Sir Frederick Fowke, 
and as a result of our wanderings at night we arrived un
hesitatingly at the conclusion that Wood-Larks do not as a 
species, as has so often been implied, sing at night after the 
manner of Nightingales, but that the habit is confined to 
just a solitary Wood-Lark here and there on such nights as 
the requisite conditions are forthcoming. Such conditions, 
according to our experience, imperatively are—bright moon
light, fine weather, a warm atmosphere, and an entire 
absence of wind ; whilst, even then, the tinkling strains of 
a Wood-Lark in a Wood-Lark region, so sweet, so plaintive, 
and withal so wondrously captivating, may not be destined 
to fall on every ear that would hear them at dead of night. 

An observer who has resided in the Budleigh Salterton 
district for, I understand, some eight or ten years, told me 
that he had never heard the Wood-Lark's song at night ; 
nevertheless, though the month of April, in 1920, was only 
associated with negative evidence, on May 27th, 28th, and 29th 
of the same year a solitary Wood-Lark sang from midnight 
till dawn, and again and again was up aloft for half-an-hour 
and more at a stretch, within a hundred yards of my friend's 
house. With this experience in hand, it was decided that 
my visit in 1921 should be fixed for May instead of April, 
but not a Wood-Lark was to be heard at night, though we 
were aware of half-a-dozen haunts where the species was 
breeding. My visit, however, was not without an ornitho
logical triumph or two, as in addition to the discovery of a 
Nightingale in a local woodland, my friend and I chanced 
on a Melodious Warbler (Hippolais polyglotta), watched it 
for a quarter of an hour through glasses at a distance of 
twelve yards, and were enthralled by its glorious song. 

To return, -however, to the Wood-Lark :—again in May 
this year, when I was down in South Devon, nothing came 
of our " scoutings" at night around Budleigh Salterton, 
though birds were nesting in the neighbourhood. Inciden
tally, as showing the confiding nature of the species, I lay 
flat by the side of one nest, containing four beautiful eggs 
and quite fresh, for five minutes, with my face not twelve 
inches from the sitting bird ! A local gardener witnessed 
the proceeding. Nevertheless, on May 10th tidings came of a 
night-singing Wood-Lark at Hay Tor, Dartmoor, and 
thither my friend and I quickly repaired for a stay of several 
days. I ascertained that the bird in question had been 
singing every night from midnight onwards since May 8th, 
and I had the great pleasure of listening to it myself within 



128 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. xvi. 

about a stone's throw of my bedroom window on the. night 
of May 13th. 

To conclude :—whether it is a case of caprice, or in
dividual temperament, or what, that causes a Wood-Lark 
here and there to sing at night, and for others to maintain 
a complete silence, must necessarily be a matter of opinion ; 
on the other hand, I am as well assured that the great 
majority of Wood-Larks do not sing when Nightingales are 
supposed to be at their best as I am that an occasional Wood-
Lark, given suitable conditions, will mount into the heavens 
and sing virtually without intermission the whole night 
through. 


