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Diurnal Behavior of an Eurasian Woodcock (Scolopax rusticola)

SHELDON R. SEVERINGHAUS
411 Mitchell Street, Ithaca, New York 14850 USA

Worth (1976) has commented in these pages on body-bobbing and diurnal feeding of the American
Woodcock (Philohela minor). 1 have observed similar behavior in the Eurasian Woodcock (Scolopax
rusticola) in Asia.

On 31 March 1974 in Taiwan (Formosa), I observed an Eurasian Woodcock for more than 4 h, 10-20
m from a blind situated at the upper edge of a small ravine in virgin evergreen hardwood forest between
1,800 and 1,900 m elevation. I first saw the woodceck at 1110 coming down the slope opposite the blind
into an area of level terrain about 10 m wide on the ravine bottom. Almost immediately it “froze” and
remained motionless for 5 min, after which it squatted on the leaf-covered ground and placed its bill
under the scapulars of the left wing. For the next 20 min it rested. Its eyes were partially but not entirely
closed during this time. The bird was in full view because the scattered ground vegetation was too sparse
for concealment.

At 1140 the bird stood up and stretched by simultaneously extending the left wing and left leg. Then
it began probing the ground with its bill, taking one to several steps after each series of probes. Feeding
was non-directional and continued for the next 2.6 h, interrupted by periods of rest or immobility.
Feeding bouts were prefaced by bobbing behavior in which the body moved (“seesawed”) while head
and legs remained stationary. Occasionally the woodcock scratched its head directly, without lowering
a wing. It did not vocalize or take flight during this period and remained within an area roughly 10 m
in diameter. Local drainage patterns resulted in the ravine bottom being damp and easily probed, which
may explain why the bird fed in that site. At 1420 I lost track of the bird for 50 min. I located the bird
briefly again at 1510 as it moved out of sight along the mountain slope.

Diurnal activity of the Eurasian Woodcock is noteworthy in that this species has usually been described
as crepuscular or nocturnal in its activities (Selby 1833, Whistler 1949, Cheng 1964, Ali and Ripley 1969).
Its habit of remaining concealed in dense cover during the day has perhaps led to the notion that it is
inactive during the day. Its crepuscular courtship flights have probably reinforced the complementary
notion that it is active only at twilight or at night. However Smythies (1953) occasionally saw woodcocks
feeding in the middle of the day in streams with little or no overhead cover. Aymas (1930) and Herklots
(1967) said they may feed during the day when the weather is drizzly. The weather was clear the day I saw
the woodcock in Taiwan and there had been no rain the previous 2 days. The temperature ranged from
10-15°C during the day and was 14-15°C at the time of the observation. Reports like these appear to be
rare. I suspect that if woodcocks could be clearly and extensively observed during daylight hours, they
would prove to be more active than previously suspected.

These observations were made during the Taiwan Pheasant Project. For support of this research I
thank the National Geographic Society, New York Zoological Society, International Council for Bird
Preservation, National Science Foundation, National Science Council (Taipei), Taiwan Forestry Bureau,
Tunghai University (Taichung, Taiwan), and the Fauna Preservation Society. I also thank O. S. Pettin-
gill, Jr. and R. L. Paterson, Jr. for their comments on the manuscript.

LITERATURE CITED

ALl S. & S. D. RirLEY. 1969. Handbook of the birds of India and Pakistan, vol. 2. London, Oxford
Univ. Press.

AvMAS. 1930. Local game birds: the Woodcock. Hong Kong Naturalist 1(4): 153—154.

CHENG, T. H. 1964. China’s economic fauna: birds. Washington, D.C., U.S. Dept. Comm., Off. Tech.
Serv., Joint Publ. Research Serv.

HEeRrRkLOTS, G. A, C. 1967. Hong Kong birds. Hong Kong, South China Morning Post.

SELBY, P. J. 1833. Illustration of British ornithology. Cited in Bent, A, C. 1927. Life histories of North
American shore birds. U.S. Nat. Mus. Bull. 142: 58.

SMyTHIES, B. E. 1953, The birds of Burma. London, Oxford Univ. Press.

WHISTLER, H. 1949. Popular handbook of Indian birds. London, Oliver & Boyd.

WoRrTH, C. B. 1976. Body-bobbing woodcocks. Auk 93: 374-375.

Received 11 April 1977, accepted 28 June 1977 .



