BIRD OF THE MONTH FOR JANUARY, 2012
THE RESPLENDENT RED-HEADED WOODPECKER

Melanerpes erythrocephalus
By Lenny Borg
When I was growing up on Nancy Creek about a mile downstream from the Blue Heron Nature Preserve, my family’s wonderful neighbor, Joe Burke, enjoyed a lengthy and exceptional relationship with a red-headed woodpecker.  Mr. Burke spent most of his free time in tending to his lovely lawn. Intrigued by the red-headed woodpeckers occasionally chiseling his trees, he began carrying a few peanuts in his pocket; thereafter, when a red-headed woodpecker came within earshot, Joe would call “Hey Woody”, sound three clicks with his mouth, and then toss a peanut into the air. No one alive today knows how long it took for “Woody” to embrace the game, but he embraced it emphatically. Upon hearing Mr. Burke’s call and clicks, the woodpecker would dart down to a position on a tree near Joe. When Joe would toss the peanut upward, “Woody” would catch it in midair. Occasionally Blue jays wanted to participate, but Joe denied them any chance. 
Even in Mr. Burke’s declining years when he no longer had the strength to work in his yard, the game continued. Woody would tap on the gutter above the sliding glass door customarily utilized by Mr. Burke. Woodpeckers, because they are not songbirds, often drum on gutters, siding, etc. to attract a mate or to establish a territory: nevertheless, it seemed clear that Woody’s drumming was for food. Delighted by a visit from his old friend, Joe would step outside to repeat the ritualized call, clicks and toss. 
The game continued for a remarkable 12 to 15 years. It is likely that Mr. Burke trained multiple generations. The lifespan of a red-headed woodpecker is unknown.
 The longest spans over which a bird has been observed wearing bands are 9 years, 11 months
 for a red-headed woodpecker and 12 years, 1 month
 for a red-bellied. Many of them survive only about 2 years.

Upon Mr. Burke’s death, his wife, Louise, and daughter, Janet, tried diligently to perpetuate the tradition of feeding Woody, but their tosses lacked the precise verticality and consistent height of Joe’s. When one of their errant tosses would land on the roof above or the terrace below, the woodpecker displayed no interest in claiming it. Before long Woody stopped drumming at their home. 
Diet and Behavior: It is no wonder that red-headed woodpeckers are so adept at catching peanuts. They often either catch prey from the air in the manner of flycatchers or swoop down to the ground to capture insects. Of course they do plenty of chiseling for wood-boring insects but less than other woodpeckers. 

Red-headeds are the most omnivorous woodpeckers in North America. About half their diet is composed of animals, mainly insects such as beetles (Coleoptera), ants and wasps (Hymenoptera), true bugs (Heteroptera), grasshoppers and crickets (Orthoptera), butterfly and moth larvae (Lepidoptera), spiders (Araneae), and centipedes (Myriapoda).
 Red-headeds are unique among woodpeckers for caching live grasshoppers and beetles by wedging them into crevices in wood or even under roofing shingles. But no morsel seems to thrill them as much as a juicy June bug. Occasionally red-headeds will eat vertebrates such as small lizards, mature birds, and mice. Infrequently these highly aggressive and territorial birds have even been known to rob the eggs or young from the nests of other birds. 
The botanical half of their diets is composed of mast (dry fruit from woody plants, especially acorns, beach nuts, and pecans), berries (dogwood berries, huckleberries, strawberries, mulberries, elderberries, black cherries, and chokeberries), fruit (grapes, apples, pears, pawpaws, and Carolina laurel cherries), seeds, and corn.
 Several types of woodpeckers cache food for the winter, but the red-headed is the only one known to conceal its stored food with a cover of moistened wood or bark. 
 Sap also comprises part of their diets.
Habitat: Blue Heron Nature Preserve is one of the most reliable places in Atlanta to find red-headed woodpeckers year-round. The habitat is well-suited since red-headeds prefer to nest, roost, and forage in bottomlands where there are multiple long-dead, barkless deciduous trees (“snags”) with few or no remaining limbs and standing in open fields with little or no understory to interrupt their flycatching. “Flycatching” is a broad term that refers to catching any kind of flying insect in midair. In addition to the snags near the Community Garden in the field along Roswell Road, the northern half of the preserve contains other clusters of snags along the trail by the condos at 4222 Rickenbacker Drive and also on Rickenbacker Way near the Preserve. Red-headed woodpeckers can sometimes be found at all three stands of snags during a single visit. They are also attracted to parkland and orchards. 

Migration: Despite being considered a migrating bird in part of its range, red-headeds are regarded as year-round residents in Atlanta; nevertheless, many of them will migrate for short distances in winter if the local supply of mast becomes insufficient. 

Nesting Cavity and Breeding: According to a study conducted in Ohio, red-headed woodpeckers occupy nest cavities of their own creation only 57 % of the time. 
In the remainder of cases, they usurp cavities excavated by other birds such as red-bellied woodpeckers or northern flickers. If a new cavity must be drilled, a male red-headed woodpecker will create an entry hole of about 1¾ inches in diameter. As prevailing winds in Atlanta are from southwest to northeast, the first place to search for the entry hole is on the northeast side of the tree. The edges of the entry hole will be “beautifully beveled off, and the inside is as smooth as if finished with a fine rasp.”
 Inside is a cavity of 8-24 inches in depth. Work is completed in about two weeks. The fine chips created in chiseling the cavity form such an excellent bed for the deposition of the eggs that no other nesting material is needed.
 Pairs tend to be loyal to their nests, reusing the same nest for several years.
Breeding can occur at any time between February and early September with nesting in early April through July. In Georgia, they typically lay 3-4 pure white ovate eggs and often raise two broods per year. Incubation requires 12-14 days. The parents typically remain monogamous for several breeding seasons; even though, they are solitary in winter. Outside of the breeding season, the mates sleep in separate roosting cavities
, which provide a degree of protection against wintry winds and predators. 
Identification: The bold colors of this spectacular bird, one of John James Audubon’s favorites, could not be easier to identify. Of the seven different types of adult woodpeckers found in Atlanta, all except the female downy and hairy woodpeckers have at least small patches of red on their heads; nevertheless, the red-headed woodpecker is the only one in North America whose entire head, not to mention his neck, is red. “Red-hooded” would be more descriptive than “red-headed”. His chest is white and his back is black with a large patch of white secondary feathers at the base of the back. The males and females look alike – at least to us! Several juveniles, easily identified by their grayish-brown heads, have been seen frequently at BHNP this year. Unlike the adults with their pure white secondary feathers, the white secondary feathers of juveniles are overlain with black bars. In the intermediate stage, when they are known as immatures, a bit of red has begun to develop on their heads.
Novices often confuse red-headed woodpeckers with red-bellied woodpeckers. After all, red-bellied woodpeckers have red caps and the faint reddish color on their bellies is usually not visible to observers. Two easy ways to differentiate are that a.) the backs of red-bellieds are covered throughout with bold black and white stripes and b.) their faces, chins and cheeks are white rather than red.
Voice: http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/red-headed_woodpecker/sounds
Predation and Other Risks: Nests are parasitized by snakes (rat snakes and eastern racers), raccoons and flying squirrels. Other predators include Cooper's hawks, northern harriers, red-tailed hawks, peregrine falcons, eastern screech-owls, and red foxes. Many birds are lost to severe winters. 
Conservation: Over the past 200 years, the numbers of these gorgeous birds have swung dramatically between boom and bust, dependent largely upon the number of standing dead trees available to house their nest cavities and the amount of open acreage available for flycatching. The chestnut blight of the early 1900s and the Dutch elm disease of the mid-twentieth century provided numerous homes to woodpeckers for a time. After being very common throughout the Eastern half of the country at mid-century, their numbers began to decline again. From 1966-1996, their populations fell at an annual rate averaging 2.2% with a much sharper decline of 4.6% annually since 1980. These troubling numbers have led them to be placed on the Yellow Watch List of The American Bird Conservancy/American Audubon Society as a species in decline. Nationwide, they are regarded as “Uncommon”.  Multiple states and provinces now classify them as “Endangered”, but Georgia does not.
Authorities attribute their declining populations to an array of factors: cutting of snags, clear-cuts, agricultural development, channeling of rivers, reduction of beaver ponds and the flooded forests/dead trees they create, regeneration of eastern forests, fire suppression, pesticides applied to burned forests to reduce the incursion of insects, monoculture crops, the loss of small orchards, the decline of beach trees/beach nuts in the Rockies.
Preventing Damage By Woodpeckers: 

See http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/NR_WD_006.pdf
Legal Protection: Those humans who take umbrage at the drilling of woodpeckers should be reminded them that, under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the penalty for killing a migrating bird is a fine of up to $500, jail for up to six months, or both; furthermore, any guns or other equipment used in the killing will be forfeited. 
Attracting Red-Headed Woodpeckers: If you happen to live where a dead tree can be allowed to remain standing, your yard is likely to be popular with various cavity nesters. Of course, all birds appreciate a source of water.

Although downy and red-bellied woodpeckers are readily attracted to feeders dispensing nuts, no red-headed woodpecker has visited one of mine; even, when they have been seen passing nearby. Birders who have had better luck in attracting them to feeders advise that red-headeds prefer to receive their nuts from platform feeders and prefer suet to nuts. Or you might try calling “Hey Woody” and making a few clicks!
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