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Introduction. 

The Bighthawk b hordei ilea minor) is one of the  most abundant and 

interest ing 0% the birds  whieh occur i n  Eastern North America, Not- 

only is  it one o f  the t w o  species in  i t s  order ( ~ G r i m u l ~ i f o r m e a )  

whish occurs regular ly  but it i s  the  only member of i t s  subfamily 

(morde i l inae )  found there, Seven subspecies a re  recognized by the 

A. 0 ,  U. Check L i s t  (4 th  Edit ion,  1931) but 'only one, the Eastern 

Xighthawk (c. g. minor) occurs i n  Hichigan. 

Bighthawks a r e  extremely cosmopolitan occurring commonly through- 

out the s t a t e  regardless 09 the conditions. In Northern Bchigan i n  

regaons of sparse human populataon, it nes ts  abundantly i n  aspen 

stands and open grassy areas. In the smaller towns throughout the  

s ta te ,  nests  may be placed upon f l a t  roof tops and even i n  the  m o s t  

crowded p a r t s  o f  the  la rger  c i t i e s  such as Detroit ,  b i rds  may be 

seen throughout the  summer and undoubtedly nest. 

. - A  Nesting Act ivi t ies .  
v 

\ During the summer o f  1937, a s ingle  nest  of the Nighthawk was cq :tudisd i n  the Douglas Lake Region i n  Cheboygan County, i t  was l o -  

cated in  an open aspen stand on sandy ground about f i f t y  f e e t  t* 

4' 
the west of a r a r e l y  t rave l led  sand road, The n e ~ t  h a r d l ~  deserves 

t o  be called such as it was merely a bare spot on the  ground. Here 
X 

two eggs were l a i d  and a t  the  t i m e  t h a t  the nest  spot w a s  f o - a d ,  

=ere already p a r t i a l l y  incubated. fi 1 1  
The eggs are  invariably two i n  number and d u l l  white marked w i t h  

i rregular grayish brown blotches. The shape i s  similar t o  thak of 

a typical  hen's egg but the smaller end may be rnore rounded. The 

t w o  eggs i n  the nest  st71died d i f fe red  noticeably i n  shape ( see  il- 

lustra t ions ,  next page) but the coloration w a s  about the same on 

both. The pignent i n  the egg s h e l l  is l a i d  on by a se r i e s  of ap- 



p l i c a t i o n s  t o  judge by t h e  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  i n t e n s i t y  of c o l o ~ .  In  

p laces  pigmented a h e l l  is  very  p l a i n l y  over l a i n  w i t h  a l i g h t e r  

l a y e r  o f  s h e l l .  

Incubation wi th in  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  observa t ions  made upon one n e s t ,  

i s  c a r r i e d  on e n t i r e l y  by t h e  female. She i s  q u i t e  e a s i l y  recog- 

n i sed  and d i s t ingu i shed  from the  male by t h e  l a c k  of white pa tches  

i n  the  t a i l  and g e n e r a l l y  by an ochraceous buff  t h r o a t  which r e p l a c e s  

the  white t h r o a t  pa tch  of t h e  male, though t h e  t h r o a t  is  sub jec t  t o  

more i n d i v i d u a l   ariat ti on w i t h i n  t h e  sexes than is t h e  ta i l ,  

The p o s i t i o n  taken on the n e s t  w a s  apparen t ly  inf luenced by t h r e e  

f a c t o r s ,  t h e  road,  the  sun and t h e  b l i n d  a f t e r  i t  had been erec ted .  

When n e i t h e r  of the o t h e r  f a c t o r s  en te red  t h e  p i c t u r e ,  she invariab-  

l y  faced i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of the  road. But when t h e  n e s t  s i t e  w a s  

exposed t o  the  sun she kep t  h e r  back t o  it r e g a r c l e s s  of any of t h e  

o ther  f a c t o r s ,  A t  the  in t rodi lc t ion  of t h e  b l i n d ,  i t  took preference  

over t h e  road and she faced  i t  a t  a l l  t i n e s  t h a t  shade w a s  a v a i l a b l e ,  

u n t i l  i t  became as com~onplace as any of t h e  r e s t  of t h e  scenery. 

The c o l o r a t i o n  0% t h e  Bighthawk s o  n e a r l y  reselnbles t h e  background 

a g a i n s t  which it  is u s u a l l y  found t h a k  it i s  very  d i f f i c u l t  t o  see  

even when one knows where t o  look. The b i r d s  t ake  advantage og t h i s  

condi t ion and s i t  very c l o s e l y  al lowing 

approach t o  wzthin a few f e e t  before  

l eav ing  t h e  nes t .  Approach f r o m  t h e  

r e a r  w a s  more fea red  than  one fro!n the  

f r o n t  or t o  one s i d e  f o r  t h e  b i r d  lef i t  ~ q q .  (I) o f  N i q h t h a * ~  0 
at g r e a t e r  d i s t ances  when f l u s h e d  from be- (hatuyal . i te l  sh6winq 

hind than f r o m  arhy of t n e  o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n s .  P i k p i n j  

%ring  most of the  day t h e  female agyeared t o  doze on t h e  n e s t  waking 

only occas ional ly  t o  shift  p o s i t i o n  o r  t o  g lance  i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of 



supposed danger. 9 e r  awareness t o  condi t ions  about h e r  w a s  b e s t  in-  

d ica ted  by tho  eyes  though at no time w a s  she slow t o  respond t o  

any i n d i c a t i o n  of approaching enemies. When dozing, h e r  l i d s  were 

almost c losed b u t  at any unusual sound, they  were promPtly opened 

t o  t h e i r  f u l l  e x t e n t .  Intermediate  p o s i t i o n s  i n d i c a t e d  n e i t h e r  ex- 

treme as m i g h t  be exsec ted .  

Then f lushed from h e r  eggs, she usua l ly  f l ew low over t h e  grour,d 

t o  drop down a g a i n  at  d i s t a n c e s  of about  seventy- f ive  f e e t  where 
s omewhat 

she s e t  u l  a s e r i e s  of n o t e s  which resembled a d i s t a n t  

Kingfisher 's  c a l l  and m i g h t  be represented  as a s e r i e s  of hoar se ,  

r a t t l i n g  "zeetWs' .  Occasional ly t h e  f l i g h t  w a s  made t o  a limb some 

l i t t l e  d i s t ance  from t h e  n e s t  s i t e  where t h e  b i r d  perched p a r a l e  

l e l  t o  the l i m b  i n  a lmost  every ins tance .  Robert 's ( 5 )  speaks of 

t h e  Nighthawk's pe rch ing  crosswise of t h e  limb when a g i t a t e d  but  

a t  a l l  t i n e s  that I f l u s h e d  t h e  female, she l i t  p a r a l l e l  t o  it. 

-However, upon o t h e r  occasions I have seen b i r d s  of t h e  s p e c i e s  perch- 

ed crosswise when n o t  a g i t a t e d  tnoilgh t h e s e ,  of course ,  a r e  excep- 

t i o n s  t o  the g e n e r a l  r u l e .  

A few times,  t h e  feinale used t h e  broken wing t a c t i c s  comnonly as- 

cr ibed  t o  s e v e r a l  s p e c i e s ,  The most f r equen t  f l i g h t  wnen f lushed  

from the  n e s t ,  w a s  i n t e r m e d i a t e  between fe igned  i n j u r y  and normal 

f l i g h t .  Yith t a i l  down and a slow more or l e s s  weak wing b e a t ,  she 

flew o l f  low over t h e  ground. Su t  as ha tch ing  time approached and 

pi2ging of the  eggs w a s  d i s c e r n i b l e ,  she became more concerned 

and f lew firom t h e  eggs w i t h  one wing drooping as i f  i n j u r e d .  A t  th 

conclusion of t h e  f l i g h t ,  h e r  mouth w a s  ppened t o  i t s  f u l l  e x t e n t  

and t h e  usual  h o a r s e ,  comglaining no tes  were u t t e r e d .  Occasional-  

l y ,  both wings were s t r e t c h e d  out on t h e  ground ;nd w i t h  h e r  b i l l  

wide open, she emi t ted  c a t l i k e  h i s s i n g  sounds. 



A t  t imes,  she remained on t h e  ground immediately a f t e r  being f l u s h -  

ed b u t  a t  o the r s ,  she f l ew about ,  f i r s t  from t h e  ground t o  a limb 

and then  from l i m b  t o  l imb i n  an unusual ly a g i t a t e d  manner. This  

took p l a c e  primariby a f t e r  t h e  young b i r d s  were hatched and only 

a t  t h e  tirne that I remained near  them i n  p l a i n  s i g h t ,  

The a c t i v i t y  of t h e  a d u l t  b i r d s  w a s  most pronounced i n  t h e  e a r l y  

morning and l a t e  evening. The incubat ing  female w a s  never seen l eav-  

i n g  t h e  n e s t  of h e r  own accord at any o t h e r  time though a d u l t  birdi 

were seen or  heard most of t h e  n i g h t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  those w i t h  b r i g h t  

moonlight, and a good p a r t  of t h e  more cloudy da2-s. 

S h o r t l y  a f t e r  sunset  dur ing  t n e  pe r iod  of incubat ion,  t h e  1,mle 

uboomedn i n  t h e  manner desc r ibed  under * F l i g h t n .  This w a s  r e p e a t e d  

s e v e r a l  t imes and w a s  followed by s h o r t  f l i g h t s  d i r e c t l y  over t h e  

n e s t  s i t e  during which t h e  t y p i c a l  "peent* n o t e s  were heard,  He 

then  u s u a l l y  l i t  on the  l i m b  of a nearby t r e e  and u t t e r e d  s e v e r a l  

"purr ing* no tes  as i f  c a l l i n g  t h e  fernale. Shor t ly  t n e r e a f t e r  he  l e f t  

and at about t h e  same tirne, t n e  female t o o ,  l e f t  t h e  eggs t o  feed.  

The p e r i o d s  of feeding approxi-mted a h a l f  hour  i n  length.  

Unfortunately,  a t  t h e  t ime of ha tching ,  I w a s  unable t o  be p r e s h t  

a t  t h e  n e s t .  The g i r s t  b i r d ,  however ha tched sometime during t h e  

n i g h t  of J u l y  17-18, e leven days a f t e r  t h e  eggs were f i r s t  d iscover-  

ed and about one and one-half days a f t e r  p ipping  w a s  first noted.  

( s e e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of p ip2ing  on page 2 ) .  The o the r  egg ha tched between 

f i v e  and e i g h t  P. Tb. on t h e  evening of t h e  18th.  Though the  young 

b i r d s  nay be born b l ind ,  t h e  eyes must open wi th in  a f e w  hours  

fol lowing hatching f o r  both  young b i r d s  had t h b i r  eyes open when 

f i rs  observed. The p l u m g e  or  n a t a l  down of young b i r d s  i s  a l ight  !f 
gray  i n  co lo r  marked w i t h  da rke r  gray  patches.  Shor t ly  a f t e r  t h e  

b i r t h  of the  second young one, weights  of both  were obtained. The 



second born w a s  t h e  heav ie r  at that time weighing 6.65 grams, t h e  

f irst  born which w a s  t h e  l e a s t  a c t i v e  of the two, weighing 6.60 

grams. The d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  weight and a c t i o n s  can probabl3- be a sc r ibed  

t o  s e x  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  t h e  male being t h e  heav ie r  and more a e t i v e .  

The eggshe& had been removed from t h e  immediate v i a i n i t y  of tk 

young b i r d s  and some of t h e  remains of t h e  s h e l l s  were found e i g h t  

t o  t e n  f e e t  from t h e  n e s t  s i t e .  It is probable t h a t  they were car -  

r i e d  t n e r e  by one of t h e  a d u l t s .  

Y h e  c a r e  of t h e  young b i r d s  a f t e r  ha tch ing  w a s  n o t  l e f t  e n t i r e l y  

t o  t h e  female as w a s  t h e  brooding. 330th sexes f e d  t h e  young b i r d s  

though brooding w a s  s t i l l  c a r r i e d  on l a r g e l y  i f  n o t  e n t i r e l y  by tke  

female. About dusk t h e  a c t i o n s  and *peent*ing of t h e  male occurred 

j u s t  as they had previous  t o  ha tching  and t h e  female f i n a l l y  l e f t  

t h e  n e s t  t o  f l y  off w i t h  him. However, t h e  t r i p s  were n o t  as long 

as t h e y  hadebeen and i n  about t e n  or  f i f t e e n  minutes t h e  female r e -  

turned ,  A s  always upon h e r  r e t u r n ,  she lit some l i t t l e  d i s t a n c e  ( t h r e e  

t o  e.ight f e e t )  from t h e  n e s t  and c r e p t  or  s i d l e d  i n  from that po in t .  

Then c a l l i n g  t h e  l i t t l e  ones t o  h e r  by s h i f t i n g  h e r  weight from ore 

f o o t  t o  the  o ther  and u t t e r i n g  s o f t  wcluckingn n o t e s ,  she g o t  both  

t o  move under he r .  

S h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e s e  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  n e s t  feeding  took p lace .  A f m  

minutes  l a t e r ,  the  ~ n a l e  b i r d  a l s o  f l ew i n t o  the  n e s t  s i@teand fed  

e i t h e r  of t h e  young b i r d s  which a*~peared from beneath t h e  female. 

She then  went out t o  g a t h e r  food f o r  another  t e n  t o  f i f t e e n  minutes. 

3 0 t h  t h e  male and f e d a l e  went out on t h r e e  t o  f i v e  t r i p s  of th i s  

k ind  feeding  the  young b i r d s  a t  t h e  t e r n i n a t i o n  of each. 

Feeding is accomplished by r e g u r g i t a t i o n .  This  was accompanied 

by w h a t  appeared t o  be v i o l e n t  effork-,on t h e  p a r t  og t h e  a d u l t  

b i r d s ,  The a d u l t ' s  b i l l  placed i n s i d e  og t h e  l i t t l e  ones i s  



t i g n t l y  grasped by t h e  chick. Then with a v i o l e n t  though ve ry  l i m i t -  

ed movement of t he  head, the  food w a s  r egurg i t a t ed .  A f t e r  completing 

each feeding,  the  a d u l t s  swallowed two or t h r e e  t imes and shook the  

wings. It apppmed that one t r i p  w a s  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  t h r e e  or  f o u r  

' feedings  a t  which t ime another  exc-msion w a s  made f o r  more food. 

The e f f o r t  of f eed ing  appeared t o  be g r e a t e r  on t h e  part of the f e -  

male than t h e  ~ n a l e  b i r d  b u t  th is  may have been due t o  d i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  age or perhaps t o  i n d i v i d u a l  v a r i a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  sexua l  d i f f e r -  

ences. 

T e r r i t o r i a l  i n s t i n c t  w i t h i n  the  Nigl.thawks i s  n o t  pronounced at  

l e a s t  i n  the a ir  above t h e  n e s t  f o r  upon s e v e r a l  occasions,  males 

n o t  belonging t o  the  n e s t  beneath have been observed *boomingn at 

c l o s e  range overhead. This  has occurred w i t h  two or t h r e e  males who 

were apparent ly  n e r e l y  cavor t ing  and upon one occasion , when bo th  

a d u l t  b i r d s  were p r e s e n t  wi th  the  chicks.  

S a n i t a t i o n  i s  n o t  necessary  i n  t n i s  spec ies  as upon ha tch ing ,  tt 

young b i r d s  a r e  e n t i c e d  away from tile n e s t  s i t e  ty the  f m a l e  an& 

probably moved d a i l y  t h e r e a f t e r .  

A t  an  age of b u t  t h r e e  days,  the l i t t l e  ones were des t royed and 

ended the s tudy be fo re  i t  w a s  wel l  s t a r t e d .  

P l i g h t .  

The Vighthawk's f l i g h t  i s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  and i n t e r e s t i n g  phase 

of i t s  l i f e .  The wings of the  b i r d  a r e  z(Lmirabl$ f i t t e d  f o r  f a s t  and 

accora te  motion. A y m a r  ( i ) w r i t e s  nThe Pighthawkfs f wing),  whi le  

long and po in ted ,  has 9 0 t i c e a b l e  bend a t  the  mist ,  a posi$ion 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of f a s t  g l i d i n g ?  Few b i r d s  wings a r e  s o  w e l l  adapted. 

The usual  f l i g h t  when t h e  b i r d  i s  seen near  t h e  e a r t h ' s  s u r f a c e  

is acconpanied by the  comon "peentn no tes  s o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  

species .  Several  slow, s t r o n g  and even wing-beats a r e  fol lowed by 



a s e r i e s  of more r a p i d  and weaker f l i t t i n g  s t r o k e s ,  the  l a t t e r  be- 

ing  t y p i c a l l y  accom2anied by a wpeentn.  Though I have heard t h e  - - 

no tes  unaccompanied by this more r a p i d  s e r i e s  of wing s t r o k e s , .  when 

the  b i r d  w a s  f l y i n g  low among some aspens,  t h e  two u s u a l l y  occur  to -  - - 
gether .  It  i s  probable  that during migra t ion ,  the  f l i t t i n g  wing-beats 

and nasa l  "ppentNs a r e  omit ted and f l i g h t  is  confined e n t i r e l y  t o  

the  s t ronger  and more e f f e c t i v e  s t rokes .  - - 

The nbooning" f l i g h t  of the  Nighthawk wnile t y p i c a l l y  a mating pr-- - 

formance, seems o f t e n  t o  be merely the  expression of an  i r r e p r e s s a l e  

exuberance of s p i r i t s  f o r  i t  cont inues from tne  time of t n e  b i r d ' s  

arriral u n t i l  i t s  d e p a r t u r e  though dur ing  t h e  last month o r  so its 

frequency i s  cons iderably  reduced. Before *booming" t h e  b i r d  usual -  

l y  mounts t o  a cons ide rab le  h e i g h t ,  then suddenly t i l t s  h i s  body - 

forward and drgps r a p i d l y  downward w i t h  p a r t i a l l y  c losed  wings. The 

break i s  made by spreading  tne  wings and l e v e l i n g  o f f  a t  which tin 

the  booming sounds a r e  hea rd ,  probably due t o  the r a p i d  pass ing  af 

air  tiirough tne p r imar ies .  Severa l  powerful wing s t r o k e s  c a r r y  t h e  

b i r d  back up i n t o  the  a i r  where th'e "peentn  no tes  may aga in  be p r e  

duced and the f l i g n t  changes t o  the usua l  a l t e r n a t i o n  be tween- the  

two kinds of wing-beat. The angle  of incidence ir, th is  sl,ectacul;r 

performance v a r i e s  from n e a r l y  v e r t i c a l  t o  about  t h i r t y  degrees  

from tne hor izonta l .  Occasional ly,  but  only r a r e l y ,  the  nboomingn 

sounds do not accompan$>-the diving.  50th sexes  indulge though t h e  

males appear t o  take  cart i n  this  p a r t i c u l a r  evolu t ion  more o f t e n  , 

than do tne females. 

Economic s t a t u s ,  

The food o f  Righthawks c o n s i s t s  a l m o s t  e n t i r e l y  of i n s e c t s  cauglt 

ugon the wing, For th is  reason,  i t  i s  dec idedly  a b e n e f i c i a l  s p e c h s  

and deserves the p r o t e c t i o n  which i t  is  rece iv ing .  



Righthawk Rest Pictures. 1 

-Illustrative of the excelbent 

protective coloration of the species. 

"ne eggs and t he i r  en- 

v ir onmen t . 
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