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Hear the Call of the Whip-poor-will

Years ago on a warm summer evening I remember drifting off to sleep listening to

the sound of the Whip-poor-will through the open bedroom window. I have always

considered the soothing song of the Whip-poor-will to be one of the joys of living in the

South. I was suddenly awakened from my blissful slumber, however, by a swift jab of my

wife’s pointy little elbow. “Good grief,” she exclaimed, “Can’t you make that bird shut

up. How can you go to sleep with that constant racket.!” Well, I guess my wife is not

alone in this sentiment. A caller this week says that he too is loosing sleep because of the

night time antics of this feathered crooner.

The Whip-poor-will Caprimulgus vociferous, is fairly common in rural areas of

Georgia. It belongs to the unromantically named “Goatsucker” family of birds. While

many of us have heard the Whip-poor-will relatively few folks have actually seen one. As

a kid, I once slipped out of the house with my trusty Boy Scout flashlight and snuck up

on one. I was able to get surprisingly close to the bird as it sat on the ground in our sandy

driveway calling away to potential sweethearts. This was possible because the Whippoor-

will’s large eyes reflect light at night like a deer.

A mature Whip-poor-will is about 9 inches long. They have a very short bill and

short legs. They are not very flashy but are rather plain with feathers that are mottled with

gray, black, and brown. A close relative of the Whip-poor-will is the Chuck-will’swidow.

These birds are slightly larger and do not have the white-tipped tail feathers of

the Whip-poor-will. They also indulge in nighttime serenades.

The Whip-poor-will feeds on insects. It has the ability to open its small mouth

incredibly wide as it swoops and veers through the air collecting bugs. They frequently

can be found on the ground along rural dirt roads. When found resting in trees, however,

they have the curious habit of perching lengthwise on a limb instead of crosswise like

other birds. Whip-poor-wills don’t prepare a traditional nest for their eggs. They simply

lay the one or two eggs they produce on a bed of leaves. The female incubates the eggs

during the day and the male helps out at night. Both parents work to feed the newly

hatched offspring.

The call of the Whip-poor-will is part of an elaborate courting ritual. It’s just like

Nelson Eddy in his Canadian Mountie uniform singing the Indian Love Call to Jeanette

McDonald. For those of you who aren’t classic movie fans think of it as Tim McGraw

singing to Faith Hill. Either way I think you get the idea.

The question posed by my recent caller as well as my wife is “how do we get rid

of them?” For these folks the repetitive call of a Whip-poor-will falls somewhere

between Chinese water torture and the sound of a dripping faucet. Well, that is a tough

question to answer. Whip-poor-wills are not easily frightened. Tricks that are used to

keep birds out of the garden during the day time don’t work. Since they are beneficial

critters I can’t recommend shooting them. I suspect our local game warden might have a

problem with your walking around the yard with a spotlight and a gun at night anyway!

After several years of experience and consultation with various wildlife control

publications I have developed the following recommendation: If their calling annoys you,

close the bedroom window, turn on the TV and watch the Tonight show with Jay Leno.

His monologue will drown out the sound of the birds and will at least let you go to sleep

after a good laugh. As for me, I think I still prefer the song of the Whip-poor-will.

