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TIME OF SINGING OF THE GOATSUCKER. 
BY 

S. E. ASHMORE, B . S C , F.R.MET.S. 

BELOW is an account of a preliminary investigation on the 
hours of commencement of the song of the Goatsucker 
(Caprimulgus e. europceus). The observations were carried 
out at intervals during the summers of 1932-4, in Surrey and 
Glamorgan. Continuous watch was, unfortunately, not 
possible throughout the whole of any of the summers. In 
general the bird has two spells of song during the twenty-four 
hours, one commencing soon after sunset and one beginning 
shortly before sunrise. On the mornings and evenings when 
observations were possible the time of commencement of 
song was recorded, together with the local time of sunrise or 
sunset, and also the weather conditions, presence or absence 
of moonlight, and other relevant material. After having 
begun singing, the song takes place in snatches, and finally 
ceases. As it was impossible to keep all-night watch, the 
duration of the morning and evening periods of song have not 
been recorded, and the material below refers only to the 
commencement of song. 

The periods of song observed fell into three—(a) from 
June 5th to 9th ; (b) from July n t h to 20th ; (c) from August 
2nd to 23rd ; probably owing to the observer not being 
available in the intervals, but also partly owing, perhaps, to 
the bird having periods during which it does not sing. 

For the three periods the average time of commencement of 
churring, in minutes after sunset (in the case of evening) 
or before sunrise (in the case of morning song) were calculated, 
and are here set down. 

June 5th to 9th ... 41 minutes. 
July n t h to 20th ... 58 minutes. 
August 2nd to 23rd ... 40 minutes. 

The above figures are means for morning and evening. 
It thus appears that the time before sunrise or after sunset 

of the commencement of song is greatest at the middle of the 
song season. For an explanation of this I should hazard that 
there is a connexion with the hour at which are found flying 
the moths and other creatures which form the bird's food. 

The time interval at dawn was found to be different from 
that at dusk. Averages taken from the August period give 
the following results :— 

Average time between start of song and sunrise, 50 minutes. 
Average time between sunset and start of song, 35 minutes. 
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Hitherto I had regarded the Goatsucker as most regular in 
commencing its song to time—Gilbert White says that it 
is " . . . punctual in beginning song exactly at the close of 
day ". However, in the observations, the time of dusk song 
commenced at any time between 18 minutes and 101 minutes 
after sunset; and at dawn song commenced at times varying 
between 123 minutes and 27 minutes before sunrise. 

The chief factor causing variation in time was the intensity 
of the light. Occasions on which the presence of the moon 
(whether behind cloud or not) caused appreciable brightening 
of the landscape were separated out. The average time-
interval for these occasions was worked out and compared with 
that for other occasions, as in the table :— 

DAWN. DUSK. 
Time before sunrise. Time after sunset. 

Moonlight present 78 minutes. Moonlight present 51 minutes. 
Moonlight absent 40 minutes. Moonlight absent 35 minutes. 

When the reduction of light intensity is less rapid at dusk 
owing to moonlight, the Goatsucker commences churring at a 
later hour ; similarly, when the increase of light at dawn 
is made less rapid by the moon, churring commences earlier. 
In connexion with this, it may be mentioned that on a few 
occasions during thunderstorms, in the early part of the night, 
the bird continued, perhaps under the influence of the light
ning, to sing to a much later hour than usual. 

The correlation with weather conditions was not very 
satisfactory. No definite effect of temperature or humidity 
has been found. Dew is often present on the ground during 
the evening song period, which implies that the air in the 
vinicity of the bird, if it sings on the ground, has a relative 
humidity of 100 per cent. 

Strong wind and moderate or heavy rain appear to inhibit 
song. No song has been heard with wind speed of more 
than about ten miles per hour. The bird takes little notice 
of drizzle or light rain, but ceases to sing on the incidence of 
heavier rain. 

The amount of cloud and the transparency of the atmos
phere had no apparent bearing on the time of song. 

It is hoped to continue the observations for a number of 
summers to come, and to supplement the above results by 
others, with increased accuracy consequent on a larger amount 
of data. 


