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In late May 1984 we received a call from Bill Alewine, a resident of Anderson,
S.C., who said he had a Northern Flicker (Colaptes auratus) nesting on the ground in
his yard. On 24 May we visited the site and found the female on the nest. We flushed
the female from the nest, which had been excavated at the base of a utility pole and
contained three eggs. The first egg had been noticed by Paul Alewine on 8 May, and the
other two were present by 21 May.

On 25 May we returned to the site to make measurements of the eggs and nest.
The eggs were 2.6 cm x 2.0 cm and were apparently addled as bubbles were clearly
visible through the translucent shells. The nest itself was 9.5 cm deep at its deepest point
and 18 cm long by 13 cm wide. When we were finished with our measurements and
had moved away from the nest, the male returned and moved onto the nest.

On 28 May Wagner returned and took photographs of the nest with eggs and of
the incubating male. (Original color slides and black-and-white prints are on file in the
Clemson University Vertebrate Collection accession file number 642. Copies of the
prints are also on file in the Charleston Museum.) On the afternoon of 8 June the birds
were not seen, and one egg was missing. On 23 June the nest was apparently
abandoned. The last egg, which was on the ground near the nest, was collected but not
kept.

Our observations represent the first report of ground nesting by Northern Flickers
in South Carolina. However, ground nests of this species have been described elsewhere
(Table 1). In 9 of the 12 citations the nests consisted of excavations or shallow
depressions in bare dirt, sand, or gravel. Two nests were excavated in lawns, and
another involved eggs on grass with apparently no excavation. In none of these reports
were young known to be successfully fledged from the nests, although at least one nest
made it to the nestling stage. In nine of the ten cases where the fates of the nests are
known, all were abandoned after apparent predation or flooding of the nests during egg
laying of incubation. One set of three eggs was destroyed by a mower.
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TABLE 1. Reported incidents of Northern Flickers nesting on the ground.

Location—Description--Fate 	 Citation

Barnstable Co., Mass.-14 July 1906, 5 eggs in 3-inch- 	 Brewster 1909
deep, 24.5-inch-diameter depression in sand and
gravel—eggs collected
Suffolk Co., N.Y.-9 June 1916, 7 eggs in shallow 	 *Brewster 1916
depression in sand—eggs disappeared by 16 July
Northampton Co.,, Pa.-21 June 1933, shallow cavity 	 *Paff 1934
with 3 eggs—deserted by 28 June, pieces of shell
found
Elbert Co., Ga.-19 June 1964, 9 eggs on ground in 	 Smith 1964
cotton field—fate unknown
Wake Co., N.C.-31 May 1965, 5 eggs in depression in 	 *Wray 1965
sand and gravel at base of utility pole—eggs and bird
gone by 7 June

Whitfield Co., Ga.-4 June 1965, female incubating 5 	 Hamilton 1965
eggs in 3-inch depression in sand pile—deserted but
3 eggs left on 11 June
Bristol Co., Mass.—late May 1964, 3 eggs incubated 	 Kinsey 1966
by female and 3 eggs near nest scooped out of gravel
—found flooded and deserted 9 June.
Fulton Co., Ga.-23 June 1969, 11 inches deep, 6-6.5 	 Dorsey 1969
inches in diameter, hole in lawn with 3 nestlings—sur-
vived to 24 June, after that fate unknown

Whitfield Co., Ga.—excavated 10-20 June 1969 in turf
at base of utility pole, 2 clutches of 5 eggs each—
clutch 1 flooded and abandoned, clutch 2 found.
broken and scattered
Fulton Co., Gal— 21 June 1971, female incubating 3
eggs on grass—eggs destroyed 22 June by mower
Polk Co., Iowa-10 June 1972, 5 eggs in shallow
scrape in bare ground—abandoned after heavy rain
Washington Co., Miss.—April 1973, 2 holes in ground
6 feet apart near 2 utility poles, 6-8 inches deep, 7
inches in diameter; 1974 and 1975 similar holes in
same area with up to 2 eggs in some nests—some
nests flooded, some eggs found broken

Hamilton and
Hart 1969

Dorsey 1974

*Brown 1972

*Ganier and
Jackson 1976

*photographs published 
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