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"THE CLAPPER RAIL IN NEVI JERSEY" 

F. V. Schmidt and P. D. ticLain 

New Jersey Division of Fish & Game 

New Jersey produces a great number of northern clapper 

rail (Rallus longirostris crepitans Gmelin) and, also, shares in 

their harvest. It was, therefore, desirable to better unde~stand 

certain habits and requirements of this bird in order to form a 

management pr'ogram. In 1948, an investigation of the nesting 

~abits of the clapper rail was initiated by the New Je~sey Divi-

sion of Fish and Game. This study was a component of a Pittman-

Robertson Research Project. DuTing the following two years the 

investigation was expanded to include studies on population 

trends and hunter kill data. The purpose of this paper is to 

summa:r'ize and evaluate the results of the research on the clap-

per rail from the inception of the project until the present time. 

A study area was selected on the tidal marshes at Ocean 

City, New Jersey. This area was particularly well suited for 

such a project and it was easily accessible. There was both 

ditched and unditched marsh, and most of the various plant asso-

elations indigenous to the tidal marsh we~e present. ., 

Our observations indicate that the clapper rail migra-

tion arrives in New Jersey during ~/Ia:rch. Migration records main- 5Y 1t' : 

tained for over 20 years at Cape Way by Witmer Stone (1937) indi-

cate that March 15 is the average arrival date. Adverse weather 
\ 

may delay arrival until the end of March. Such was the case in '+ 
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1950. New Jersey is apparently within the northern limits of 

the clapper rail's winter range as sight observations have been 

recorded throughout the winter months. 

Nest construction begins in late April and May. Dead 

vegetation is the material most commonly used. The nest itself 

is an elevated platform ranging in height from one to 16 inches. 

At the top, there is a saucer-shaped cavity about six inches wide 

i~ which the eggs are laid. Some nests, particularly those built 

h.~gh, have a ramp or runway leading from the ground to the cavity 

w1th a canopy of living grass intertwined over the top of the 

nest. 

Although nests were found in various vegetational types, 

the clapper rail definitely shows a preference for salt marsh 

gJ. ... ass (Spartina alter'niflora) at least tvll'o feet tall. One hundred 

ninety-two nests (82 per cent) of 234 nests found were located in 

t.h~s type. Salt marsh grass, in most instances, attains a height 

of two feet or more when growing along the banks of tidal ditch­

es and creeks. Nhen growing away from the immediate bank of a 

ditch it seldom exceeds 12 inches in height. Nests have also 

been found in black grass (Juncus gernrdii), marsh elder(~ 

..!--.~~2:::tescens), salt meadow grass (Spartina patens), and salt grass 

(pistichlis spicata). The close association of the tall salt 

mnrsh grass with n ditch or creek is nlso reflected in the fact 

t}mt 181 (74.4 per cent) of 243 nests were located within 12 feet 

of water. The preference for this specific nesting cover enabled 

project personnel to locate nests with relative ease. ~ 

f 
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Active nests, that is, those used for the deposition 

of eggs, have been found within 25 feet of each other. HovJever, 

the interval between active nests is usually greater than 150 

feet. 

Dummy nests are constructed in the same nesting cover 

as the active nests. The ratio is about five dul!'..my nests to one 

laying nest. Superficially they resemble the active nests, but 

us~ally lack the canopy and the tight construction characteristic 

of the active nests. 

Egg laying commences as soon as the nests are built 

and continues at the rate of one egg per day until the clutch 

is completed. Observations indicate thnt the eggs are usually 

laid before 8:00 A.M. The number of eggs in a completed clutch 

has ranged from 4 to 14. The average number of eggs per clutch 

in 1948, 1949, and 1950 was 9.9, 10.00 1 nnd 9.3, respectively, 

based on 176 completed clutches. 

Hatching of a complete set of eggs usually requires 

more than 24 hours. Therefore, incubation apparently begins 24 

to 48 hours prior to the laying of the last egg. The incubation 

poriod based on observations of 11 nests has rnnged from 18 to ' 

21 days. The incubation period was considered as starting when 

the last egg was laid and ending v1hen the first chick hr..tched. 

To date, we have not found R plausible explanntion why the wide 

range in the incubation period exists. 

During the first year of the study it was noted that 

the renction of an incubating bird to human disturbance varied 
\. 
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c~nsiderably. This led to the belief that both adult birds par­

ticipnted in the incubation duties. This was substantiated to a 

degree in 1950, when, on nine separate occasions, different adult 

birds were nest trapped on the same nest. 

Twenty-four to 48 hours after pipping, the eggs hatch, 

T~B chicks dry in an hour and leave the nest within 24 hours. 

Applegnrth (1938) working with the California clapper rail (Rallus 

c:l~soletus obsoletus) states "when the chicks have left the hatch­

ing nest, they usually do not return to it after the first or 

second day". Our observations indicate that one adult broods the 

chicks, while the other continues to incubate the remaining eggs. 

Du~~ng the past three years, the height of the hatching period 

has occurred between the dates of June 10 n.nd June 25. 

As a result of nest trapping and banding adult rails, 

it has been determined that some birds which incubated and hatch­

ed successful clutches in June were retrapped in July incubating 

a second clutch. It is not known what percentage of the breeding 

population participntes in this second nesting. This second nest­

ing and renesting attempts account for a second hatching peak in 

late July nnd early August. Those birds that hatch in July an~ 

A~gust may occur in the hunter's bag as flightless juveniles if 

the hunting season opens in September. 

When compared with other game birds, the nesting suc­

cess of the clapper rail is exceptionally high. In 1950, 78 (69 

per cent) of 112 nests were successful. This figure is consider­

ably below that of 1948 and 1949 when 89 per cent nn~ 94 per cent 
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of the nests hatched success~fully. Nest mortality in 1950 was 

attributed to the late spring, which in turn, inhibited the growth 

nf nesting cover. Many of the nests were, therefore, exposed and 

suffered predation by crows. Other sources of nest destruction 

nre extreme high tides and egg hunters. 

The clnpper rail is well kno'JYn for its persistent at-

tempts at renesting. At times, two successive broods have been 

dsstroyed and renesting hnve been mnde (Bent, 1926; Pettingill, 

~908). It is significant thnt the ultimate production of young 

on our census arens did not decrease in proportion to the increase 

of nest destruction. For example, in 1950, the production of 

chicks on one study area decreased 13 per cent and 10 per cent, 

respectively, when compared to 1948 nnd 1949. Nest destruction, 

however, increns~~ 20 per cent and 25 per cent during the same 

periods. 

the nests of the clapper rail nre located with 

the cJ became nppnrent during the course of the study 

tho.t •. L chick-production census could possibly furnish an 

index to population trends. Three permnnent census arens, aver-

aging approximo.tely 40 acres, were, therefore, established nenr" 

Ocean C~ty. A senrch for nests was made at three-week intervals 

tlLr,...,ughout· the nesting season. This intervRl was selected in 

average clutch size of 10 eggs laid at the rate of 

~ ~r day and n minimum incubntion period of 18 days. 

Eo.0h nest locnted was plotted on a base map and data on the num-

.... Jf eggs, nesting cover, distnnce of nest from vvat,.er, etc., 
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was recorded. In gencrnl, the nests were observed daily until 

h~tching was completed. 

In computing the production of the census arens only 

chicks which hatched successfully were used. Eggs which did not 

hatch successfully were disregarded. Through obse:rvntions on 

~~he successful nests, nn average chick production per nest was 

established for each area. The few nests which hntched prior to 

being located were credited with the avernge production figure. 

As a result of this census, a chick production per acre of 2.4, 

.9, and 4.8 was computed for the three census areas. 

Although the technique employed in this study permits 

nn annual appraisal of clapper rnil populRtion trends it is be­

lieved that a nest census would be more practical and sufficient­

ly accurate. Accuracy of the census would be enhanced by the ad­

dition of several other census areas. 

In order to better understnnd the migratory habits of 

the clapper rail, n trapping nnd banding program wns initiated 

in 1949. Incubating ndult rnils were ensily nest trapped using 

a modificntion of the waterfowl nest trap described by Sowls 

(1949). One hundred seven adult rails have thus far been bande~ 

and released. Juvenile rRils were occasionally caught with a 

crn.b net. 

To date, the recoveries of three b~nds have been ~e­

ported. Two were returned by rail hunters in New Jersey. One 

adult, banded on June 30 1 1949, WQs shot on October 23, 1949, nt 
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Wnssaw Island, Georgin. The lack of n suitnble expandable leg 

band mnde it necessary to pass up an excellent opportunity of 

bcnding the newly hatched chicks. However, in 1949, 48 onc·day­

old chicks were banded on the leg with expandable celluloid 

bnnds. Two of these were recovered in the snme area where they 

W£re bnnded. One bird was seven weeks old when captured~ and it 

was not capable of flight. The other rnil wns ten weeks old when 

C3ptured and was capable of flying. From this dntn nnd from field 

vbservations, we have reason to assume that the rails begin to fly 

nbout the ninth week after hatching. 

In New Jersey the rn.il hunting season opens September 

1 and continues until October 30. At low tide, some hunters walk 

the edges of the ditches and flush the rails from the dense cover• 

Dogs, usu~lly spaniels or Chesapeake retrievers, are useful in 

flushing the birds and also in retrieving cripples. The most 

popular method of hunting rails is by boat during a storm tide. 

A storm tide will usu[1lly cover the marsh with one or two feet 

of water. During such tides the rrtils either seek higher ground, 

such as road embankments or woodlnnd adjacent to the marsh, or 

they congregate in clumps of snlt mnrsh grass and marsh elde~ f 

which protrude above the level of the water. Hunters push a boat 

to these clumps of vegetr'.tion and shoot the birds as they flush 

or swim away. 

During the 1950 hunting season, kill dntn wns gnthered 

by personnel of tho Division of Fish !lnd Gnmo. The 177 hunters 

that were contncted killed 1226 clapper rails. Those hunters 
.... 
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who hunted from n boat at high tide killed 4.2 birds per hunter 

hour, while the hunters who walked killed only 1.5 birds per 

hunter hour. Two hundred six (16 per cent) of the rails killed 

wore incnpnble of flights ns their flight fenthers wore not fully 

developed. 

Despite their abundance and the excellent shooting 

they afford, the clapper rnil could be utilized to a higher de­

gree as a game bird by the sportsmen of New Jersey. In 1950, an 

aerial count was conducted on the first two days of the hunting 

senson. The flight included about 100 miles of rail habitQt 

from Tuckerton to Cnpe May, New Jersey. A total of 33 and 27 

h~nters were observed on the first and second dnys, respectively. 

During the flood tide of September 11, 12, Gnd 13, the hunting 

pressure was greatest. Unfortunntcly, lov1 clouds made an nerial 

count impossible. However, personnl contact with the hunters 

indicated that 49 (28 per cent) of 177 hunters contacted during 

the hunting senson were afield these three days. They killed 

574 (46.8 per cen~ of the 1226 rnils killed. 

In concluding, it cnn be stnted thnt the stntus of the 

clapper rail as a game bird could be enhnnced by an effective 

educational program. If the nbundnnco and breeding potential of 

this species were brought to the attention of the sportsmen, the 

clapper rail certainly could become a more populnr and widely 

utilized gf1.me species. 
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