Predation by Rusty Blackbirds on Songbirds
at a Winter Feeder
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We live in Long Beach, North Carolina, located on Oak Island in
Brunswick County. Snow here is very uncommon, usually amounting to a dusting once per winter. On Friday, 22 December 1989, snow began to fall at about
2300 h and continued until 1200 h on Sunday, 24 December, with a total accumulation of about 40 cm.
Numerous birds of different species visited our large, multi-stage feeder in
the back yard during the storm. Just before 1200 h on 23 December, we noticed
a Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus) picking at a Brown-headed Cowbird
(Molothrus ater) on our back porch, just outside our sliding glass doors. The
cowbird was barely alive. The Rusty Blackbird pecked at the head, eyes, and
throat. This attack continued for quite some time, with the blackbird tearing off
pieces of flesh and eating them. To the best of our knowledge, the blackbird
never attacked the body of the cowbird but concentrated on the head, eyes, and
particularly the throat.
Sometime later, the same Rusty Blackbird flew up and knocked an
American Goldfinch (Carduelis tristis) out of the air onto our back porch,
which was covered with approximately 35 cm of snow. We started out the back
sliding door to see if we could save the goldfinch and both birds flew, but the
blackbird knocked the goldfinch out of the air again after it had flown only
about 3 m. Both birds landed under our back porch. That was the last we saw of
either of them.
Cummings (in Bent, 1958) described Rusty Blackbirds killing Common
Snipe (Gallinago gallinago) and American Robins (Turdus migratorius) after a
heavy snowfall in Texas in 1895. He also reported that the blackbirds ate only
from the head of their prey and left the body untouched. It is possible that pre-
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dation on birds may serve as an alternate feeding strategy for Rusty Blackbirds
during times such as snowstorms when food is scarce or difficult to find.
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