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While canoeing in Lassiter Swamp above Merchants Millpond, Gates County,
N.C., on 21 April 1982, I heard a disturbance in a tree along the creek. This was
followed by a splash in the water behind the tree and additional shrill cries from above.
When I finally had the tree in view, I could see a male Red-bellied Woodpecker
(Melanerpes carolinus) probing repeatedly into a hole in a gnarl approximately 30 feet
up in a Tupelo Gum (Nyssa aquatica). After several tries (with continued distress calls
coming from inside the cavity), the woodpecker pulled a nestling from the hole. At this
time a White-breasted Nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis) arrived on the side of the gnarl. It
was carrying a food item, apparently a caterpillar. Giving its characteristic note, the
nuthatch moved about the gnarl in an agitated manner. The woodpecker then flew to a
nearby upward-sloping branch, carrying the nestling, which it apparently ate with rapid
jabs that continued for 2 or 3 minutes. The remains of the nestling, however, were not
visible from below after the woodpecker flew away. Investigating the source of the splash
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heard at the beginning of the incident, I found a nestling White-breasted Nuthatch that
apparently had been pulled from the nest and dropped by the woodpecker.

Similar episodes have been reported by other observers. Roach (Fla. Field Nat.
3:19) saw a male Red-bellied Woodpecker remove three young and one egg from a nest
that may have been its own or that of a neighboring pair of the same species. Roach
heard one of the three nestlings fall into the underbrush. He could not determine whether
the adult was a parent trying to move the young to another cavity or a competitor
attempting to clean out the cavity for its own use. Watt (Wilson Bull. 92:249) saw a
female Red-bellied Woodpecker remove three young in succession from an American
Redstart (Setophaga ruticilla) nest. Neither woodpecker was seen eating the nestlings.

Red-bellied Woodpeckers do not always act as predators when they encounter
young of other pairs or other species. Curry (Wilson Bull. 81:470) describes an instance
when a fledgling Tufted Titmouse (Parus bicolor) was fed by an adult Red-bellied
Woodpecker that was in the process of carrying food to its own young still in the nest.
Pursued by the begging titmouse, the woodpecker backed away several steps, but leaned
forward and fed the young bird when it continued to advance.
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