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In t ro du e t ion. T h e Ca pri m ul g id ae, in c lud in g t he s u b·g ro up s 

ni gh t h a wks a n d ni g ht ja rs, a rc diffi c ult bird s 10 stu d y, lar ge ly 

beca use th ey are noct u rn a l o r , in some cases, c rep uscu lar. In 

ad di t ion, t heir mo tt led, c ryp t ical l y p attern ed p lu mage c reates 

p roble ms of ide nt i fi catio n for ma n y o b se r vers, espec ia ll y i n 

d i m lig ht. 

The six (or seven) spec ies kn own to occur on Tr i n idad 

andlor T obago (ff renc h 1991) in c lud e some fo r w h ic h de tai ls 

of sta tu s a nd dis t ribu t io n a re far from c l ea r . In th is pape r I am 

out l i n ing some of t h e prob lems. i n th e hope that f u t ure 

observers may s ucceed in unr ave ll i ng t hem. T wo s pec ies, the 

Pauraque Nyctidromlls a/bicollis an d t he White- t ai led N igh t jar 

CaprimJl/gJls cayellllellsis are compa ra t ive ly we l l-k nown, t he 

fo rm er hav in g been the s u bjec t of rece nt papers in t hi s jo u r­

na l (Q ues nel 1985, 1989 . 1993). I s h a ll dea l mai nl y w ith th e 

o t he r s pec ies . 

1. Short - tail e d Ni g hth a wk Lurocalis sem i rorqJla t Jls . 

Thi s s mal l n ig hth awk, f or me r ly k nown as Sem ico ll ared 

Nig hth awk or (erro neo us l y) N i ght ja r , is w id e l y d is tribut ed on 

T rin idad but ca nn o t be ca ll e d common. It i s reg ul ar ly seen 

ove r fo rest i n the Ar i ma va ll ey a t a lt it udes up t o 450m, but 

also a t sea-level i n the Oropou ch e Lagoo n , w h e re I fo un d sma ll 

ba nds h aw kin g a t du sk over small ri ve rs nea r mang roves . It i s 

c h arac te ri sed by its sma ll s ize, ge nera ll y da rk co lou r wi th 

w h i t is h c resce nt- shaped ma rki ngs o n t he seco nd ar ies a nd 

covens. but 110 pale bar Oil the pr imaries, (w h ich all othe r 

locally occ urr ing nig hth awks h av e ). A n o th e r d iag nos t ic f ea­

ture i s t he short, squa re-e nd ed t a i l , so t h a t at res t its long 

w in gs pro trud e beyo nd th e t a il. In fli g ht it is c h arac t e ri sed by 

it s e rr a t ic. b a t - li ke mo vem e nt ab ove th e tre es o r ove r w a te r. I 

ha ve neve r hea rd a so n g, t hou g h I have hea rd it s fli g ht c all , a 

li ght , hi ss i n g whick-w hi ck o r wee- it. I n Ve nezu e l a i t h as appar­

e n t ly been r eco rd ed c allin g a re pea t e d cu-ick o r clle-w it 

( t ho u g h these ca ll s may poss ibl y have co me f rom a d i ffe re nt 

spec ies). 

T he s t a tu s o f t h i s spec ies in Tr i n id ad i s mad e un certa i n 

by r ecen t do ub ts ove r th e on l y bree din g record, th at o f 

Herk l o t s ( 196 1) a t Aripo Sava nn ah o n 28 Ma rch 1954. A n egg 

meas uri ng 23.5 x 16. 0 m m was be in g in c u ba ted o n th e 

g rou nd, b u t Herk lots, as us u a l , d i d not s t a t e whe t he r or n o t he 

co ll ec te d th e ad u l t (a nd in fac t i t seem s he rare l y p rese r ve d 

hi s s pec i mens). Rece nt ly Se utin and Le t ze r ( 1995) fo und a 

nest of th is s pec ies (subs p . noct i vag us) in Pa na ma. It w a s on a 

h o ri zo nt a l branc h 6 m up in a n E ry thrin a tr e e , w here t he 

a u th o rs o b se rved t h e d ev el o pm e nt of a chi c k over severa l 

day s. Th is nes t loc ati o n mat c hed tho se of th r ee oth er nes t s o f 

L. semitorq ua tu s n aftereri (w hi c h i t se l f may be a se pa ra te, 

c lose ly re l a t ed s pec ies) in Arge ntin a (S t ran ec k et al. 19 87). 

Pe nd i n g f u r th e r ev id e nce, we s ho ul d ma i nt a in a n o pen mi nd 

on Herkl o ts' reco rd , bu t it see ms lik ely th at t h is s pec i es i s a n 

arbo rea l nes ter. and observers would do we ll to look fo r nes t s 

i n trees. 

I n Ve nez u e la Paul Sc h wa n z (pers. comm.) reported that 

t hree diffe re n t -sized Lllrocalis ni g hth awks occ u rred in cloud 

fores t at Ranc h o G ra nd e. He co ns i de red t he m d i ffere n t s ub-

spec ies, i ncl udi ng t he no mi na te race 

T rin idad), schaeferi a n d the so ut he rn 

(occ urr i ng in Ju ly an d A ugust). A fourth. 

Iris is foun d in th e Ve nezuelan A ndes. 

(whic h occ u rs on 

m i g ra n t natte reri 

large r race rufiven­

Seu t in a nd Le tzer 

( 1995) rem arked t hat k now n egg s izes of th e a bove Lurocalis 

va ri e d s i g nifi ca ntl y, b ut poi nt ed o ut t hat th e egg fo u n d b y 

He rkl o ts was sm all e r th a n wo uld be expec ted. If it wa s not a 

Lllroca li s e g g. it cou l d o n l y ha ve co me fr o m Ca p ri mulg u s 

caye n ne n s is, whi ch i s a c o mm o n b ree din g res id e nt i n th e 

W all e r F ie ld are a . 

L. sem i to rq llat ll s h as bee n o bse r ve d in eve r y mo nth o f th e 

yea r o n T r inid a d , but it is certainly not c l ea r w het h e r th e 

sa me race i s invo l ved all th e t ime. Migra n ts f rom t he so uth 

woul d be ex pected b e t wee n May a nd Octobe r , a nd I w o ul d 

expec t b ree di ng ( i f a n y) to occ ur betwee n February an d Jun e. 

Reg u lar obse r va ti o ns of t hi s s pecies in i ts kn ow n h a unt s 

shou ld reveal a ny s i g n i fi ca nt seasona l move me nt s. 

2. C om m on Nighthawk Chordeifes mino r. 

Th e o nl y l oca l reco rd is t ha t of Ki rk fro m To bago ( 188 3), b u t 

h i s co m me nt th a t it occ urred " fr o m Jul y to Octo b e r" prom pts 

s pec u l at io n th at Kirk may h a ve c on f use d t hi s no rth e rn 

m i g r a nt w ith it s co n ge n e r C. aCll tip e nni s (see b e low ). 

Ce rtain l y the Nort h A me r ic an C. minor does mi g r at e so u t h 

inlO the A n t ille an i s land s (w h e re I saw it on Ba rb ad os ) and 

So u t h A meric a, so c ould be ex pec t e d o n T r i nid ad a nd To bago. 

I ha ve seen bird s o f t hi s gen us fl yi n g over C row n Poi nt , but a t 

the tim e was neve r ab le to id enti f y i t adeq u a te ly. Th e mos t 

lik e l y m o nt h fo r s ig htin gs i s Oc tobe r , and t he tim e duri ng th e 

last hour o r so o f d ay li gh t. It s close s im ila ri ty to t he sl ig htl y 

s maller C. aCll ti penn is mea ns t h a t ide nt if ica t io n ma y we ll 

necess it a t e a bi rd in the h a nd. 

3. L e ss e r Night h awk Chordeiles aClltipennis. 

T hi s is the spec i es t hat is co mm o n ly see n in Trin id a d durin g 

Aug uSl to O c tober, fee din g hi g h over th e Ca ro ni sa va nna s a nd 

mar she s dur i ng t he l as t ho u r of d ay li g h t (u n less so me of th ese 

a r e C. minor !) . At s uc h a tim e o ne ca n see as man y as fift y in 
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the s ky at once, tw ist in g and turning as t hey feed up to 30m 

above ground. After d a rk they ca n be seen along tracks a nd 

side-roads in the savannas, their eyes gleaming in the reflec­

tion of car head-lights. All specime ns of Chordeiles so fa r co l­

lected on Trinidad and Tobago have been acu t ipellllis. 

Di scrimi nation of th e two Chordeiles species s h ou l d be rea­

sonably easy in good conditions, but of course mostly they are 

see n in the last hours of daylight or after dark. 

The nesting of acutipenllis on Trinidad has been record­

ed o n ly by Be lcher and Smaoker (1936), who fou nd four nes t s 

fr o m February to mi d-May, a time when I personally h ave 

found th e s pecies sca rce , to say the least. I wonder therefore 

if t he ne sting (and the eggs) att ri buted by t hese autho rs to 

this species m ay not have been those of Caprimulgus cayen­

lIellsis, as suggested earl ie r for Lurocalis. It is perhaps signifi­

cant that Smooker had spent quit e a few years collect i ng on 

Trinidad w ithout ever encounteri n g cayellnells;s; he eventu­

ally fo u nd out from Robert s (1934) that it was re s id ent. The 

eggs and nests of the two s pec ies are ve r y similar. 

If I a m wrong in my s u s pi cio ns , then we shou ld regard C. 

aeutipenllis as a rare re s id e nt. In tha t case, why does o ne 

never hear i ts call? This might be described as a churring trill 

l as t ing abou t 10 seco nd s and often repeated. I t must be 

admitted that s u ch a so und at ni ght i n mar sh or sava nnah 

co unt ry migh t be interpreted as comi n g from a n amph ibian; 

bu t th e songs of th e variou s spec ies of frog s and toad s in 

Trinidad have been inten s ivel y stud ied (e.g. Kenn y 1969, 

1971), so that a n y si milar song coming from a night jar wou ld 

almost certain ly have been n o ticed. I am th erefore i nc l ined t o 

believe that C. aeutipellnis is a commo n . regu lar migrant to 

T rinidad (a nd le ss common on Tobago), but is unlikely to be 

a res ident at all. 

4. Nac unda Nig hthawkPodager naeunda. 

The stat u s of this considerab l y larger nighthawk is simi l ar to 

th at of th e previous species but differe nt ! Li ke C. aeutipennis 

i t i s most com monly fo u nd between J une and October, and 

rare ly at ot her times. Belch er and Smooker (1936) reco rded 

t hree ne sts with eggs in Caroni marshes du r ing April. In thi s 

case the l arge s i ze of the eggs pre c ludes any mi s take . But 

again th ere are few s i g hlin gs of thi s spec ies except durin g th e 

pe ri od when most south te m perate mi gra nt s move to the 

north of the continent. 

The sma ller race of this species, minor, breeds in t h e 

northern part of Sou t h America, so one assumes t h at 

Smooke r 's obse r va t ions of breeding bi rd s refer to th is race. 

Certai nl y mo s t of the collected spec imen s are s mall eno ugh , 

a l though two birds ha ve wing cho rd s measuring 236 a nd 238 

mm , large eno ugh to f it the mi g ratory nominate race . Th e lat­

ter i s known to reach Venezue l a from lat e May (Friedmann 

and Smit h \950). Th ere a re no specime n s availab le from 

Tobago, and to m y knowledge no records from this cent ury, 

but Kirk ( 1883) cla im ed to h ave collec ted two in September 

and O c tobe r ; it see m s unlikely that he was mistaken in t he 

identity of this s trikingl y large nighthawk. 

One so lution t o th e p u zzle as to why Smooker found t hese 

two ni ghthawks nest i ng, but no-one e lse has, co uld be ecolog­

ical c h a nges - dr ainage, agricultural and economic develop­

ment - that have occurred in th e Caroni marshes over s i x o r 

seven decades. But large number s of both spec ies still occur 

du ring the migrat ory period , when we should expec t that 

most bi rd s visiting Tr in idad (or Tob ago) from South Ame r ica 

would be so uth e rn breede r s. On balance I believe that both 

these nighthawks are non-breeding visito rs. 

5. Rufous Night jar Caprimulglls rufus. 

One of the mys ter ies abo ut th is large ni gh t jar is that it ha s so 

rare ly been seen . Yet it seems to be not uncommon in it s habi­

tat of deciduous scr ub a nd li g ht woodland in NW Trinid ad. 

Durin g 1965 - 1969 on a number of overn i ght v i si t s t o t he 

Bocas I s l a nd s I heard many ca ll ing birds between April and 

J u ne, an d the s peci es has been heard i n the Northern Range 

foothills as far east as St Augusti ne . Yet no calls are heard out­

s ide the breeding season, a nd the species i s certain ly difficult 

to find when it is not call ing. In sp ite of considerab l e efforts 

(eve n includ in g attempts a t mi s t -ne tting) we never ac tuall y 

loca ted a si ngle Rufou s N i g ht jar on t hose Bocas visits, and no 

specime n has ever been co ll ected there. 

Belc her a n d Smooke r (1936) re corded fou r nests 

(February to May), and one bird was ac tuall y seen. There is 

in deed no mistaking the breeding so ng of th e species, wh ich 

resembles that of it s co ngener the Chuck-wills-widow, bu t can 

sa fel y be separa ted from that species. Da vid Rook s (pers. 

comm.) claimed to have found thi s s pecies ne sti ng o n Tobago, 

identifying it only by its plumage. He did not "notice" any 

call, and I believe that confirmation can onl y follow if thi s 

di ag nos ti c feature can be safe l y id entifie d. 

Identification of Ca primul gi d s. 

It is a co mm o n feature amongst bi rd s of crypt ic plumage 

(e.g. night jars, so me antbirds and flycatchers) that they com­

municate wi th each ot her quit e effective ly i n co ndit io n s of 

thi ck u nde rg rowth or i n darkness, largely by distinctive ca ll ­

not es , ra t her than by d i st inction s of pluma ge. Human 

observers of th ese groups of birds might do we ll to e mulate 

the birds them se lve s, and rely for sec ure identifi cat ion on sat­

isfa c tory under stand in g and app reciation of th eir so ngs or 

calls. Of the three co mmonly breed ing s pecie s of capr imul gi d s 

on Trinidad and Tobago, all the calls are quite distinct, even 

with t hei r s l ight varia tion s . 

Although Victor Quesnel ( 1993) has distinguished up t o 

seve n sepa r ate "ca ll s" fo r th e Pauraque Nyctidrolllus a!hieo!-

lis, by far the co mm onest is th e far-carrying 

bling wee-oo, which may be preceded by one 

nary notes th at are occas ionally added. It s 

most l y s i mi l ar. 

w h istle, res em­

or t wo prelimi­

othe r ca ll s are 

T h e Whi l e- t ailed Night jar Caprimulglls cayennellsis 

h igh-p i tched found on both is lands, m ainly cal l s an extreme l y 

double note - chi-peeer, quite un li ke the lower-pitched song 

of Nyctidromus. But bot h these species make a wh i stling call. 

The Rufous Night jar C. rufus has a comple tely different 

breeding call from the above two s pe cies, being a rhythmical , 
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but not al all musical, series of four or five notes, chuck-wit-

wit-wee-oo, repeated eve ry few seconds. would never 

describe this sound as a whistle, and I ca nn ot understand 

Belcher's description of it ( 19 36) as a "characterist ic hiss". 

Once heard, it can hardl y be forgotten, for during the breed­

ing season males seem to call constantly through the hours of 

darkness. 

Not e. Most night jar species also use their wings in 

co urt sh ip to crea te a drumming or whirring so und , quite sep­

arately from their calls. 
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