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NOTES ON T H E NESTING OF T H E GREAT 
SPOTTED WOODPECKER. 

BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

DURING the last few years the Great Spotted Woodpecker 
(Dryobates major anglicus) has become decidedly more plentiful 
in this part of Essex. When I first came to Felsted in May, 
1907, I very seldom saw one, but now there is at least one 
pair in most of the woods, and several pairs in trees in the 
open as well. As evidence that they are fairly common now 
I may say that I have several times known one of a pair killed 
by Sparrow-Hawks, and the survivor had a mate again in a 
very short time, even it the partnership was broken in the 
spring. 

In the woods the nests are either in oak or poplar ; in the 
fields I have" seen nests in elm, pollard-willow, apple, ash and 
walnut. Once or twice I have gone to considerable trouble 
to make observations on this bird, but in 1925, having found 
a nest a bare seven feet from the ground in a dead poplar, 
I determined to attempt to do so on a more elaborate scale. 
With the help of a boy I built an observation hut six 
feet from the nest-hole and hoped to get photographs and 
notes. Unfortunately, I could not be at the nest at the best 
time for the first purpose (before 11 a.m.), but the notes were 
very easy to get and extremely interesting. The hole was a 
bad one for photography, as the birds had bored a second 
hole, a few inches below the entrance, into the nest cavity 
and the wood between the two had broken away ; hence, 
whenever a bird came to feed the young it got more or less 
into this hole and out of the light, so that the black parts of 
the plumage do not come out at all well. Another point 
against successful photography was that this pair of birds 
seemed unusually nervous, and consequently their movements 
were very quick and uncertain. These birds nest much 
earlier than the Green Woodpecker and have often hatched 
before the latter have finished laying. The Green Wood
pecker will use a hole in successive years if the site is not 
taken by other birds, such as Starlings, Sparrows or Great 
Tits, but will seldom go back to it another year if it happens 
to be unoccupied. Yet a nest-hole I found in 1907 was again 
occupied by Green Woodpeckers in 1918, although in the 
intermediate years it was occupied by Starlings and empty 
in 1917. The stock of Starlings was cut down by the big 
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frost in 1917 and many of the sites usually occupied b5?*them 
were empty for a year or two. Hence probably there-occupa
tion of the hole by the Woodpeckers. My experience of 
Great Spotted Woodpeckers is that they seldom use a hole 
more than two years in succession, but then use another tree 
for one year, returning to the old tree in the fourth year, 
when they use the original boring or make a fresh one ; the 
latter is the more usual proceeding in a poplar, but not in a 
harder wood like oak or elm. 

Without enlarging the hole it is impossible to get definite 
facts about the incubation-period, although the cavity is very 
shallow compared with that of the Green or even the Lesser 
Spotted Woodpecker in decayed wood. I am led to think 
that it is approximately sixteen days; as the bird, however, 
does not wait until all the eggs are laid before beginning 
incubation this may well be wrong. In several of the nests 
I have watched, some of the young have left the nests two or 
three days before the last. My observations on this point 
go back to 1911. In the two nests to which I paid any 
attention this year some of the young left before the others. 

With regard to the parts taken by the sexes in incubation 
my notes are quite inconclusive. I can only say that I have 
never put the male off the eggs, nor seen him relieve the 
female. He frequently comes up to the neighbourhood of 
the nest, but I have never seen him enter the hole. During 
incubation the hen seems to have fixed feeding times, one of 
which is between noon and 1 p.m. (summer time), and 
another is between 7 and 8 p.m. ; other times I am unable to 
speak about, as I am not free to watch before 11.30 a.m. 

The nestling-period is about three weeks in duration. 
There seems to be very little brooding done in the daytime 

after the first few days after hatching, and my impression 
is that this is solely the duty of the hen. 

How long after leaving the nest the old birds attend to the 
young it is difficult to say, or when they drive them from the 
wood. One can find them in the wood with the old ones in 
close attendance for three weeks at any rate. They are birds 
that give the alarm note, " keek " or " cheek," on very little 
provocation at any time of the year, but particularly from 
March to August. 

From a very early age the young are very talkative in the 
nest ; this is so with the Green Woodpecker also. At first 
the noise cannot be likened to anything ; the nearest simile 
is to a tight-fitting, rather rusty pair of scissors being worked 
fairly rapidly. Later it becomes " cue-cue-cue " repeated 
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rapidly, at first loudly and then dying away only to be taken 
up again. As the young begin to fledge the cry changes to 
" queek-queek, queek-cue-cue-cue-cue." By the time they are 
ready to leave the nest the " queek " has "developed into the 
" keek " of the old birds. This note expresses a good many 
things in its variation of tone by the old birds, alarm, call, etc. 

They have other very interesting notes, however, which are 
only heard during close observation at a nest. 

The birds, whether the nest has a hide near it or not, often 
alight in a tree near-by before going to the nest-tree ; they 
are very wary, extremely keen of sight and hearing, and 
this is merely one of their precautions. If the two happen 
to alight in the tree together there is usually a short com ersa-
tion before one precedes the other to the nest. I have many 
times attempted to get this low-toned conversation down, but 
never yet succeeded to my satisfaction. Sometimes the two 
birds alight on the nest-tree together, or so close together 
that the first has not had time to get to the hole. In this case 
the cock always sent the hen first by invariably using the 
same note " too-ut," repeated two and sometimes three 
times. I have seen this happen when the male was hardly a 
foot from the hole when the hen alighted quite eight feet above 
him, and she immediately backed down to the hole and fed. 
In these circumstances the hen hurried over the delivery of 
her supply of food and left without searching the nest for 
feces or, at the later period when she could reach the young 
from outside, entering the nest-hole. Both the birds helped 
in keeping the nest clean. The sac was carried to a distance 
and dropped. The bird then wiped its bill up and down a 
branch before proceeding to hunt for more food. If nervous 
birds are kept so long from entering the nest-hole that the 
young break the sac, the old one mixes the excrement with 
sawdust to get it away. In the later stages of feeding, when 
the young one pokes its head out of the entrance to see the 
food, it is easy to see that the old bird turns the bill sideways 
while the young one's is opened along it. I think that the 
food is pushed forward with the tongue by the old bird and 
sucked by the young one. If there is more food left, the old 
bird turns its head away from the hole and works the food 
up with the tongue and a movement of the lower mandible. 
It then waits and looks to see if there is any undigested matter 
in the gape of the youngster. If there is, this is picked out 
and swallowed. Once or twice a young bird threw up such 
large pellets of this undigested material that the old one had 
quite a difficulty in disposing of it ; twice I saw three gulps 
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needed before the pellet was properly swallowed. I should 
very much have liked to examine one or two of these to 
compare them with similar pellets from the Spotted Fly
catcher (Muscicapa s. striata) and Red-backed Shrike (Lanius 
c. collnrio), of which I have handled a large number, but I 
never saw a youngster eject one except when the parent was 
at the hole. The food brought was of infinite variety, 
and it consisted partly of winged insects of several kinds 
and vastly different sizes ; partly of caterpillars taken from 
the foliage of the oak trees and undergrowth ; a large part was 
made up of larva? of boring insects and boring caterpillars. 
I also saw woodlice brought. It may be mere accident, but 
the cock on the whole brought much larger stuff than the 
hen. I was greatly interested in his method of bringing large 
caterpillars when he had more than one. These were held 
across his bill with the ends projecting, squirming, on either 
side, the first one being right at the back of the bill; how did 
he pick up the second and third when the first was in position ? 
In one case both birds handled, if one can use the term here, 
the catch carefully ; this was when they got hold of a goat-
moth caterpillar. They seemed both to dislike this beast 
very much and held it very lightly in the extreme tip of the 
bill. As soon as it was delivered they promptly wiped the 
bill several times on the bark outside the nest-hole and 
seemed very glad to be rid of it. Perhaps this caterpillar 
tastes as bad as it smells. 

The number of meals worked out at about twenty to the 
hour at the nest where I had a hide. Sometimes it went 
considerably higher and it fell as low as sixteen. As they 
seldom brought less than three insects at a time, and only so 
few when these were big, this really means a lot more food 
than it seems at first sight. They very rarely brought single 
insects except in the case of the goat-moth and some of the 
big boring larva?. Sometimes the birds took half-an-hour 
off, probably to feed themselves, but the greater activity 
displayed immediately afterwards brought the hour's total 
pretty well up to the average. At other times one of the 
birds would take halt-an-hour off, and in this case the bird, 
male or female, that continued feeding kept on as usual and 
did not hurry. These intervals of absence were almost 
exactly thirty minutes. If something happened to upset a 
bird in the least when on the way to the nest it never kept 
the food long, but soon swallowed it. Each of them seemed 
able to give the alarm note whether it was carrying food or 
not. 


