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DOUBLE-BROODING OF THE NIGHTJAR. 

BY 

DAVID L LACK. 

IN A Practical Handbook of British Birds (Vol. 2, p. 14) 
Mr. Jourdain states that the Nightjar (Caprimulgus e. euro
paus) is undoubtedly sometimes double-brooded. Most 
earlier works said that the bird was never double-brooded, 
and only reared two broods if the first had been destroyed. 
My own observations indicate that the bird not occasionally, 
but normally, rears two broods during the summer. 

In 1926, I visited almost daily a Nightjar's nest on a heath 
near Holt, Norfolk. The eggs hatched on July 6th and 7th, 
and on visits to the young previous to July i7th, the female 
was always brooding. On and after this, the male was 
invariably present, and I never again saw a female at the nest. 
As the male Nightjar is usually stated to brood only occa
sionally, and here did so continuously for a week, I concluded 
this eonduct to be abnormal. 

However, the same thing occurred at all Nightjar's nests 
I watched in which the eggs hatched in June, although, with 
the above exception, it did not occur at those hatching in 
July and early August. I give a table of the earlier nests, 
including two in 1929, kindly watched by my brother, C. C. 
Lack. At these, through illness, he missed the dates of 
hatching, but returned before the females had left off brooding. 

The nests in question, all near Holt, were visited about 
every two days, from the date of finding until the young were 
about three weeks old. I made daily not es on the develop-
ment of the young at several nests, and so, when a nest was 
found after the young had hatched, I was able to estimate 
their age fairly accurately. Where only approximate, 
however, the date is prefixed by a " c." 

Nest found. 

(1) 2.6.29 
(2) 3.6.29 
(3) 14-6.28 
(4) II.7.27 

(5) 1-7-28 
(6) 25.6.28 
(7) 27.6.26 

2nd egg 
hatched. 

Not observed 
Not observed 

22.6 
c. 24.6 

c. 24.6 
1.7 
7-7 

Male first 
brooded. 

25.6 
1.7 
5-7 

(Already brooding 11.7, 
17 days 

7-7 
14.7 
17.7 

old; 

Age of 2nd 
chick when 
male first 

brooded. 
10-14 days 
10-14 days 

13 days 
when young 

1 
13 days 
13 days 
10 days 

In addition to nests (1) to (7), seven other nests were visited 
every two days at which the males never appeared. The 
eggs in these nests hatched in July and early August. 
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The only tenable reason why the female Nightjar should 
leave the further brooding of the half-fledged young to the 
male seems to be that she can rear a second brood at once, 
Otherwise, why should it occur at all of the earlier, but none 
of the later nests ? Two broods are apparently necessary to 
maintain the numbars of the species, and the need to com-
mence a second before the first is fully fledged is obvious. 
The bird stays with us only four months of the year, and 
further, the young remain under parental supervision longer 
than most birds. If the female stayed with the first brood 
the whole of this period, it would not leave sufficient time for 
the safe rearing of two broods. 

Nests (i) to (6) in the table are typical first broods, where 
the male took over brooding when the younger chick was 
about thirteen days old. Nest (7) was so late that it had 
probably followed a destroyed attempt. However, on my 
theory, a second brood nevertheless followed, and it is interest-
ing that the male brooded when the young were only ten days' 
old, earlier than the normal time and indicating a need for 
hurry. The other seven nests observed were presumably 
second broods themselves, where, of course, there was no need 
for the males to relieve their mates. 

Further, only 30 yards from nest (2), which the female left 
on July ist, my brother found a nest with two eggs on July 
7th. This was presumably the second brood, but it was 
unfortunately robbed before the eggs hatched. Hence, it was 
impossible to see if the first egg was laid about July ist, which 
would have strengthened this supposition. However, on 
July 5th, 1929, the day that the male was first present at 
nest (3), I found, about 100 yards away, a female with her 
first egg, the second being laid next day. Although these 
nests were rather far apart, it would be a very unlikely 
coincidence if they did not belong to the same pair. 

Having formulated tha double-brood theory, I turned to 
the literature on the subject. The Statement in the Practical 
Handbook that the bird is undoubtedly sometimes double-
brooded, was rendered probable by the large number of records 
of late nests (see Brit. B., Vol. VIII., p. 117) and supported 
by at least three instances (id., Vol. II., p. 244, quoted from 
Journ. f. Orn., Jan., 1909, and Brit. B., Vol. IX., p. 155 and 
Vol. XXL, p. 260). 

The first reference is to the observations of Dr. O. Heinroth 
on a pair of Nightjar which bred in captivity. When the 
younger chick of the first brood was thirteen days old, the 
female laid the first egg of a second brood, and, after this, the 
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male undertook the brooding of the young during the day. 
On reading the original account recently, I found that Dr. 
Heinroth himself said that, as the young were left by the hen 
before they were full-fledged, two broods were probably 
normal, and not merely due to captivity.* 

The second reference states that on August 2nd, 1915, 
Mr. E. M. Imrie flushed a hen Night]ar from two eggs, and, a 
yard away, found a male brooding young not quite in füll 
feather ; obviously two broods of the same pair. 

Thirdly, Mr. H. G. Attlee records finding, on July löth, 
1920, a female brooding a growing chick and an egg, and on 
July igth another egg was in the nest. Conditions were 
evidently exceptional here. The two eggs were probably 
those of a second brood, but perhaps the male had died after 
the second fertilisation, and hence the female was forced to 
care for both broods. 

Certairily, the two broods are norrnally not nearly so close 
together as in these two last records. If they were, many 
more such examples would be on record. There were no 
nests within 15 yards of any I observed, while in the two cases 
of nests which probably belonged to the same pair, the 
distances apart were 30 and 100 yards. Finally, Dr. Heinroth 
found that his captive hen Night] ar, while incubating her 
second laying, was considerably disturbed by the sight of her 
first brood, which was forced to be near owing to the limits of 
the room. On the first day, the young even tried to creep 
under her as she incubated, and it was later found necessary 
to partition them off during the day. This stfongly indicates 
that the two broods are normally not close together. 

The males at the various nests brooded for five, six or seven 
days, after which the young were unattended during the day, 
though they still fed with the adult in the evening when 
strong on the wing. Perhaps, the two broods join up when 
fully fledged, and migrate together» as small parties are often 
seen near the coast in auturnn. 

* In his new book, Vögel Mitteleuropas, Dr. Heinroth recounts 
the above case, and states tha t field observations organised on lines 
indicated by it now show the Nightjar is normally double-brooded. 
No actual details of these observations, nor reference to their having 
appeared in any Journal are given. 

This statement was only seen just after this account had been written. 


