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AN OBSERVATION ON THE ROOSTING 
OF SWIFTS. 

BY 

B. W. TUCKER. 
Dept. of Zoology, University Museum, Oxford. 

FROM time to time the question of how Swifts spend the 
night has excited the curiosity of ornithologists and the 
suggestion has even been made that after their crepuscular 
flights the birds sleep on the wing at great heights in the air. 
The problem of what happens after these collective evolutions 
is perhaps not directly affected by observations confined to a 
few individuals. Nevertheless the paucity of information 
regarding the night behaviour of Swifts in any circumstances, 
due to the inaccessibility to observation of most of the 
situations in which they nest and might be supposed to roost, 
appears to render the following experience deserving of 
record. 

When on holiday in Corsica this summer my wife and 
I spent the night of August 24th at Bastia in the north-east 
of the island. At night we found that a cavity above our 
bedroom window was occupied by two adult Swifts (Apus 
apus), which were evidently roosting there. Part of the 
ornamentation of the facade of the hotel consists of sham 
supports to the balconies like inverted buttresses (I am not 
acquainted with the proper technical term for these structures) 
which, in fact, are no more than hollow shells of stucco. The 
greater part of one of these constructions above our window 
had been broken away, leaving only the upper portion, 
enclosing a cavity like an inverted box, which without 

Diagrams illustrating the roosting cavity of Swifts 
described in the text. 

accurate measurement I should estimate at some 15 ins. long 
by about 10 ins. wide and not more than about 8 ins. 
deep. Across the opening an inch or two from the outer edge 
was a narrow strip of wood, probably part of some framework 
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used in the casting, and stuck up against the outer wall of the 
cavity, partly supported by this strip, was an accumulation of 
droppings, feathers, etc., which appeared to be an old Swift's 
nest. The birds sat on this with their wings projecting over 
the edge towards the wall of the building and for some time 
prior to settling down for the night continued to shuffle 
about and change their positions now and again, keeping up 
for considerable periods a persistent" chick, chick, chick . . ." 
varied occasionally by the typical Swift scream. 

At sunrise the following day (5.40J a.m., summer time*) 
the birds were still in their roost, but preparatory to leaving 
there was a good deal of shifting and scuffling, and for a 
time they were clinging to the inside of the cavity, the outer 
wall of which was not, in fact, vertical, but slanted outwards 
(see diagrams, which are drawn from memory to clarify the 
description and are not intended to be exact in detail). A few 
minutes after sunrise they shot out and were gone. 

It had been our intention to leave that morning, but in 
order to make some further observations we altered our plans 
and remained another night. In the cavity of another damaged 
stucco ornament close to the window there proved to be an 
occupied Swift's nest with a nearly fledged brood. I did not 
see the parents visit these during the day, but at 7.17 (sunset 
being at 7.10J p.m., summer time) the (presumed) female 
entered the hole and was not seen to emerge again. At 7.35 
the other two birds swept practically simultaneously into 
their shelter. The nicety of judgment and extraordinary 
muscular control which enabled them to enter this relatively 
small space apparently going at full tilt up to the last split 
second afforded an impressive object lesson. A fourth bird 
entered a crevice between two projecting bits of stucco work 
lower down on the building, and the thud of its entry could 
be heard many feet away. At about 11 p.m. I confirmed that 
the two birds were still in their cavity. 

Next morning I began observation at about 5.10 a.m., when 
they were already beginning to shuffle about and " talk "— 
the insistent " chick, chick, chick," already referred to, going 
on for considerable periods with irregular intervals of silence 
and at times becoming more of a chirrup than the simple 
" chick," with once or twice the familiar scream, as before. 
I had seated myself in as inconspicuous a position as possible 
at the open window with the object of timing their departure 

"The exact times of sunrise and sunset a t the place and dates 
concerned have been kindly supplied to me by Prof. H. H. Plaskett, 
the Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford. 
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with reference to sunrise (5.41^ a.m.), but although they had 
previously shown no marked signs of objecting to observation, 
their suspicions were evidently aroused on this occasion. 
Instead of leaving within a few minutes of sunrise as on the 
previous day they remained in their shelter, though as early 
as 5.20 another bird was already on the wing outside and 
screaming, while at 5.23 two were seen. At 6.30 they were 
still in the cavity, though off the nest and clinging to the 
side. At 6.36, being due to leave soon after, I had to break 
off observation, and by 6.45 they had gone. 

The failure to determine precisely the relation of the time 
of their normal departure to sunrise was, however, a minor 
matter. The chief interest of the observation lies, I think, 
in the fact that whereas in general, even if birds are seen to 
enter possible roosting places it is not practicable to follow 
their movements further or to be positive that they are not 
returning to eggs or young, in the present case the lucky and 
unusual combination of circumstances described allowed one 
to observe not only the entry and departure, but also the 
behaviour inside the roost of two birds not engaged in incuba
tion. My only regret was that our arrangements did not allow 
of further observations, but in case any visiting ornithologist 
cares to extend them in a future season I have kept a note of 
the number of the room ! 


