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By Bob Dunlap

winter’s

Woodpeckers
It’s the prime time to see, hear, and get to know
Minnesota’s nine species.

Some Minnesota birds are inclined to migrate south for the
winter. They risk their lives undertaking perilous journeys across
states, countries, and even entire continents and oceans, determined to avoid the imminent cold and desolation of winter in the
northern latitudes in favor of more temperate conditions.
Yet some birds stick out our Minnesota winters with us. No
fair-weather fans, these creatures rival and even surpass the hardiest of humans as we await the coming warmth of spring. Among
these overwintering birds is a group that is likely familiar to just
about anyone with an eye to the outdoors: the woodpeckers. Nine
woodpecker species not only breed in Minnesota but also spend
Clockwise from top left: male red-bellied woodpecker by Michael Furtman; male black-backed woodpecker by David Brislance;
young pileated woodpecker by Steve Maxson; male northern flicker courtesy of Bob Dunlap, DNR; red-headed woodpecker
by Michael Furtman; female downy woodpecker by Michael Furtman; male American three-toed woodpecker by David
Brislance; male yellow-bellied sapsucker by David Brislance. Middle photo: male hairy woodpecker by Steve Maxson.
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the winters here at least in small numbers, forgoing the long-distance migrations of less hardy birds. In mid- to late
winter, their drumming calls—made by
rapidly striking their chisel-like beaks
against standing and fallen trees—signal
warmer months ahead long before other

birds have begun to head back north.
Three of these species—the downy,
hairy, and red-bellied woodpecker—
can be observed from the comfort and
warmth of our own homes, as they are
ubiquitous throughout most of the state
and reliably found at bird feeders. An-

Pileated Woodpecker
There is no mistaking our
largest woodpecker by either
sight or sound. Roughly the
size of a crow, the pileated
woodpecker (Dryocopus

22

pileatus) is a true showstopper. With a flaming red crest,
dagger-like beak, jet-black
body with white racing
stripes running up its neck

and head, red mustache
(black in females), and white
wing patches especially visible in flight, this bird really
stands out. Its voice is just as
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other four species—the pileated and
red-headed woodpecker, the northern
flicker, and the yellow-bellied sapsucker—might require a little more luck and
persistence to find, with the red-headed
woodpecker and yellow-bellied sapsucker being rather scarce most win-

ters. The remaining two species—the
black-backed and American threetoed woodpecker—are much-soughtafter residents of northern Minnesota’s
boreal habitats and are the ultimate
prize for the motivated (and bundledup) observer in the dead of winter.

PILEATED WOODPECKERS BY DAVID BRISLANCE

Male pileated woodpeckers (left,
with young, and top right)
display a red mustache, whereas
females (bottom right) have a
black one.

exuberant, characterized by
a loud, ringing series of keek
notes or sometimes singular
chicken-like clucks. When
the pileated woodpecker
drums, the powerful knocks
can be heard from quite a
distance and can be mistaken
for construction equipment.
To see this behemoth,
spend time near larger, mature woodlands, which is
where it finds trees large
enough to excavate its nesting
cavities with an entrance hole
of four inches in diameter.
Your chances of seeing one
on a stroll through the woods
increase greatly in winter as
deciduous trees go bare, offering less obstructed views
into the forest. You may even
see a pileated woodpecker
visit a suet feeder, often
dwarfing the feeder itself.
March–April 2018
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Downy Woodpecker

FEMALE DOWNY WOODPECKER BY MICHAEL FURTMAN

MALE DOWNY WOODPECKER COURTESY OF BOB DUNLAP, DNR

Likely the best-known of Minnesota’s woodpeckers, the downy woodpecker (Picoides pu
bescens) is also our smallest, reaching a length
of under seven inches as an adult. A common
winter visitor to bird feeders, especially suet
feeders, this woodpecker can be spotted just
about anywhere near trees, where its natural food source is found. As a woodpecker
forages, clinging to the trunks and thicker
branches of trees, it makes frequent jabs into
the bark with its beak, probing for insects and
their larvae. When a meal is discovered, the
bird continues to bore into the bark until it
can extract and eat the morsel.
Like all woodpeckers, the downy is a cavity nester, using its short beak to drill into
trees and excavate a hole in which to make a
nest. Males can be separated from females by
the color of the nape or the back of the head.
In males, there is a bright red patch here,
whereas in females this same area is black
like the rest of their patterned plumage. Both
sexes frequently give sharp, emphatic chik
notes or a longer series of descending notes
of similar quality.

Red-Bellied Woodpecker
Bird names don’t always
seem to make sense, and
the red-bellied woodpecker
(Melanerpes carolinus) is a
prime example. One of the
bird’s most obvious traits is
the thick red stripe that continues from its beak, over the
top of its head, and down
its hind neck to where the
black-and-white barring of
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its back begins. Shouldn’t
this bird be called the redheaded woodpecker? One
would think so, but that
name is reserved for a different species that has an
entirely red head. Instead,
the red-bellied woodpecker
is named for the pinkish
patch of feathers in the center of its belly, which isn’t al-

ways easy to see in the field.
The red-bellied woodpecker is a common resident
of the southern two-thirds
of the state, often visiting
bird feeders like the previous
two species. It is increasingly
seen in the northern third of
the state as well. Historically
more abundant in warmer
climates to the south, the
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FEMALE HAIRY WOODPECKER COURTESY OF BOB DUNLAP, DNR

MALE HAIRY WOODPECKER COURTESY OF BOB DUNLAP, DNR

Hairy Woodpecker
As common as its smaller
relative, the hairy woodpecker (Picoides villosus) is
basically a larger version of
the downy. Although the
size difference is significant,
telling these two species
apart can be difficult when
they’re not near each other.
The hairy woodpecker has a
longer beak than the downy,
about equal in length to
the width of its head when
viewed from the side. (The

downy’s beak is shorter
than the width of its head.)
The outer tail feathers of a
hairy are completely white,
whereas these same feathers
on a downy are spotted with
black. Like the downy, male
hairy woodpeckers have a
red patch on their napes and
females don’t.
One might expect that
a bigger bird would have a
deeper voice. Not so with the
hairy. Instead, its call note is

higher in pitch than that
of the downy woodpecker,
and that is another good
way to tell the difference—
with practice, of course. In
addition, the hairy’s longer
series of notes does not descend like the downy’s does.
Especially in late winter,
listen for both of these species calling and drumming
in your neighborhood as
the birds begin to establish
breeding territories.

FEMALE RED-BELLIED WOODPECKER BY MICHAEL FURTMAN

red-bellied woodpecker—
along with several other bird
species—is taking advantage
of warmer winters resulting
from climate change and
surviving colder temperatures by supplementing its
natural food with birdseed
and suet, enabling its populations to expand northward
in Minnesota and elsewhere.
March–April 2018
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MALE NORTHERN FLICKER BY DAVID BRISLANCE

Northern Flicker
Our second-largest woodpecker, the northern flicker
(Colaptes auratus) is a shortdistance migrant, meaning
that a majority of the birds
leave Minnesota to spend
the winter in states farther
south but do not leave the
North American continent
like long-distance migrants.
Some flickers overwinter in
Minnesota, so this species
can be found statewide even
during the cold months.
Look for them in more open
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habitats than most of our
other woodpecker species.
Northern flickers also frequent suet feeders in winter.
Although all woodpeckers
have very long tongues that,
when retracted, wrap around
their skulls, the northern
flicker has one of the longest
tongues in the bird world. In
warmer months, the flicker
uses its projectile-like tongue
to lap up ants off the ground
like an anteater or aardvark.
This is why you’ll more of-

ten see flickers hopping
around lawns and gardens
like robins than clinging to
tree trunks like other woodpeckers. In flight, our flickers show flashes of yellow
under their wings and tails,
which is why they’re sometimes called yellow-shafted
flickers. In western North
America, flickers have grayer faces and flashes of red
under their wings and tails;
they’re often referred to as
red-shafted flickers.
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RED-HEADED WOODPECKER BY MICHAEL FURTMAN

Red-Headed Woodpecker
The red-headed woodpecker
(Melanerpes erythrocephalus)
is not our only woodpecker
with a lot of red on its head.
However, as an adult its
head is entirely crimsonred, which makes it most
deserving of its common
name. This striking feature
and a contrasting pattern of
black-and-white body plumage make this bird one of
our most visually distinctive
woodpeckers. Unfortunately,
the species has declined in
numbers over the past sevMarch–April 2018

eral decades in Minnesota
and elsewhere as dead trees,
which it uses for nesting, have
been largely removed. Redheaded woodpeckers are also
frequently associated with
oak-savanna habitat characterized by grassy understories
and large, scattered oak trees.
This habitat, like our native
prairie, continues to be degraded and developed.
In mast years, when a
majority of oaks are producing acorns, red-headed
woodpecker populations

will remain in their breeding
areas, mostly in the southern and western halves of
the state, throughout winter. In any given year, some
will winter elsewhere in
southern Minnesota, but in
most winters these woodpeckers are very difficult to
find as the majority of birds
have headed further south.
If you happen to live near
a breeding population, you
might find that this bird
appreciates a suet or citrus
fruit supplement to its diet.
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FEMALE YELLOW-BELLIED SAPSUCKER BY MICHAEL FURTMAN

Yellow-Bellied Sapsucker
With perhaps the most
amusing name of the group,
the yellow-bellied sapsucker
(Sphyrapicus varius) lives
up to its surname. This bird
drills holes in the trunks of
trees and feeds on the sap
that flows out of them. These
holes are positioned so uniformly that the bark of a tree
can appear to be punctured
like a peg board, a sure sign
that a sapsucker has been
there. Although its body is
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patterned in black and white
similar to a downy or hairy,
the similarities stop there.
The entire top of its head is
bright scarlet and its throat is
either the same vibrant color
(males) or white (females).
The yellow color of the belly
can be rather faint but is
sometimes bright if viewed
head-on.
Like the previous two
species, the yellow-bellied
sapsucker is a short-distance

migrant. Some individuals—often juveniles that
haven’t quite figured out
what to do when it gets cold
outside—attempt to remain
in the state throughout winter, feeding on crab apples
or other fruits in addition to
seeds and suet at bird feeders. The first migrants usually return by late March, and
this species can be rather
common and vocal in some
areas by mid-April.
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FEMALE THREE-TOED WOODPECKER BY DAVID BRISLANCE

MALE BLACK-BACKED WOODPECKER BY DAVID BRISLANCE

Black-Backed and American Three-Toed Woodpeckers
The most northerly of our
woodpeckers, black-backed
and American three-toed
woodpeckers (Picoides arcti
cus and P. dorsalis, respectively) are best looked for in
winter when our local breeders have been joined by opportunistic wanderers from
Canada. Sometimes found
in more upland coniferous
habitats, these two woodpeckers are bog birds more
often than not, drilling into
the wood of spruces, tamaracks, and other lowland conifers in search of beetle lar-

vae. They almost never visit
feeders, which means that to
see one you’ll have to venture
into their habitat. Although
the two species look similar, they can be told apart
by their backs. The blackbacked, as its name implies,
has solid black upperparts
whereas the American
three-toed has white barring
down its back. The blackbacked is also slightly larger
with a longer beak than the
American three-toed, and
the American three-toed is
much scarcer.

As spring is nigh, the woodpeckers with

which we shared our Minnesota winter are
attracting mates and looking ahead to the
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Both species are attracted
to recently burned forests
where they feed on abundant
invertebrates and make their
nesting cavities. As the abundance of prey declines, the
birds move on. The species’
ecology is closely tied to the
natural cycle of forest fires,
which means efforts to suppress fires have had a negative
impact on the birds’ populations. A recent proposal to
list two black-backed woodpecker populations under
the Endangered Species Act
underscores this relationship.

nesting season. Indeed, there seems to be no
vacation for these birds or any others that successfully survived the hardships of winter. n
V
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