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About 1630 h EDT on 1 October 1968, I found a dead Swainson's Thrush
(Catharus ustulatus) lying on its back on the ground beneath a large window to
the living room of my home near Zebulon, Wake County, North Carolina.
Nearly all the feathers and most of the flesh had been removed from its breast,
but the remaining plumage was undisturbed. The missing feathers lay in a neat,
V-shaped pile with the point of the V about 7.5 cm from the head of the bird.
Two small wasps commonly called "yellow jackets" (Vespula sp.) were feeding
on the carcass, burrowed deep inside with only the tips of their abdomens pro-
truding on each side of the sternum. The wasps diligently guarded their prey
from several species of flies and the human intruder. Using a 7 X 50 binocular
from about 4 m away, I saw one wasp remove a feather and deposit it at the
point of the V-shaped pile. Apparently air currents created by the wings of the
wasps had caused the feathers to become distributed in a V instead of in a
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circular mound. For a period of about 3 hours between 1630 h and sunset, from
one to five yellow jackets fed constantly on the carcass.

The morning of 2 October the wasps were again feeding on the dead
thrush, but the pile of feathers had become scattered. About 0830 h, a Gray
Squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis) discovered the bird and proceeded to tear it
apart to obtain food from the wings, head, and belly. Following the squirrel as
it carried the prey several feet away, the wasps repeatedly attempted to con-
tinue feeding on the bird, but they apparently did not sting their competitor.
After the squirrel abandoned the carcass, the yellow jackets removed shreds of
flesh from the bones and feathers until sometime in the afternoon of 2 October.

Vespine species are known to prey on flies, honeybees, and other insects
and also to "carve pieces from fruit and dead vertebrates" (Edward O. Wilson,
The Insect Societies, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Mass., 1976, p. 20-21). Gilbert S. Grant (pers. comm.) reports that
yellow jackets regularly pick flesh from the waste when he cleans fish outdoors
and that he has seen as many as 20 to 30 yellow jackets feeding on the brain of
a slaughtered sheep. Yellow jackets' taste for meat will not surprise any pic-
nicker who has unwillingly shared a ham sandwich with them.

Although yellow jackets are well known as scavengers, I have found no re-
ports, published or otherwise, of their plucking feathers from dead birds, nor
have I seen that behavior again during the 24 years that have elapsed since my
1968 observation. The wasps' role in the process of decomposition is undoubt-
edly obscured by subsequent feeding by other species. Had I seen only the ac-
tivity following the arrival of the squirrel, I certainly would have viewed the
mammal as the primary scavenger and would have been totally unaware that
the yellow jackets had plucked feathers from the breast of the dead Swainson's
Thrush before feeding on its carcass.
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