
PILEATED WOODPECKERS NEST IN THE 
SASKATOON DISTRICT 

JIM A. WEDGWOOD, 610 Leslie Avenue, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. S7H 2Z2 

Four of 12 observations of Pileated 
Woodpeckers in the Saskatoon district up 
to 1987 were in the breeding season. That 
year the area's first known nest was dis¬ 
covered. This event was unusual for lo¬ 
cale and distance from known breeding 
sites to the north, as well as for rarity. 

On 30 April a pair of these large wood¬ 
peckers was cavorting around a hole in 

the east side of a big, old, fire-scarred snag. 
The site was on the south bank of the 
North Saskatchewan River north of As¬ 
quith. As the pair shimmied and hitched 
around the hole, sometimes touching bills 
in courtship display, their large erect crests 
flashed a brilliant red in the early morn¬ 
ing sun. Spectacular! 

Two days later the Wedgwoods were 

Figure 1. Pileated Woodpecker commencing regurgitation at nest hole. Jim Slimmon 
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unable to find the birds. Then on 1 7 May 
while we stood about 8 m from the snag, 
a Pileated glided by, landed beside a sec¬ 
ond hole and promptly entered. 

Tapping the base of the stump failed to 
produce a Pileated on 21 May when the 
"Golden Eagles" (a group of senior citi¬ 
zens) visited the site, and failed again on 
the 23rd when a Mayday Bird Count team 
was there. Yet on the 31st the female 
showed herself. But patience had been es¬ 
sential. At least three minutes elapsed be¬ 
tween tapping and appearance of the 
bird's head. In the evening of 10 June Ber- 
nie and Michael Gollop and I watched the 
birds change places at the nest. During in¬ 
cubation the male is reported to occupy 
the cavity at night.1 

Between 8:00 and 8:30 a.m. on 1 3 June 
Jim Slimmon and I watched each wood¬ 
pecker make a feeding trip. On 14 June 
the female made two feeding trips be¬ 
tween 9:00 and 10:00 a.m. The bird 
would land beside the hole, hitch over to 
grasp its lower rim, commence regurgit- 
ative pumping, then disappear complete¬ 
ly into the cavity. Slimmon took photo¬ 
graphs, one of which caught regurgitation 
preliminaries when the bird's bill was 
slightly open. Whenever an adult was pre¬ 
sent, young called continuously. They 
could be heard clearly 12 m from the 
snag. The sounds issuing from the hole 
when a parent was inside suggested there 
were three nestlings. Finally we had pro¬ 
of of successful breeding. 

The nest hole was about 4 m from the 
ground; 70 cm above that opening was 
another of the same size and shape. Court¬ 
ship activity witnessed on the first visit had 
centered around this upper hole. Pileated 
Woodpeckers may often nest in the same 
stump for many years, with several old 
holes present, some occasionally being 
reused.1 Such may have happened here, 
and our 1987 observation may not have 
been the first nesting of the species in the 
snag. 

The encounter with the courting pair 
was totally unexpected. My previous nest¬ 
ing observations of this hard-to-find wood¬ 
pecker had been in the forests near 
Waskesiu, Emma and Candle Lakes.4 The 
new site, 47 km (29 mi.) northwest of 
Saskatoon, was 176 km (110 mi.) south 
of Emma Lake and represented a consider¬ 
able southward extension of the breeding 
range depicted in The birds of Canada.5 

This record is the third breeding re¬ 
ported south of the province's northern 
forests. The previous ones were in the 
west on Cranberry Island in the North Sas¬ 
katchewan River near Big Gully Creek, 
and in the east in Good Spirit Lake Pro¬ 
vincial Park (details given in table). 

The site was in a narrow belt of river¬ 
ine growth — anything but solid forest. At 
the nest stump, the vegetation measured 
only 100 m from river's edge to the ad¬ 
joining cultivated field. Except at two 
coulee mouths, for a mile above and be¬ 
low the site, the belt was 25 m at the nar¬ 
rowest and a mere 150 m at the widest. 
The prominent trees, large black poplars 
and plains cottonwoods, were mostly scat¬ 
tered, with only a few in stands. Although 
aspen poplar and shrubs, including dense 
willow stands, were present, most of the 
vegetation was black birch. Many of the 
black poplars and cottonwoods were dead 
or dying and there was much deadfall, but 
where was there an adequate food re¬ 
source for these big birds, two-thirds or 
more of whose intake is insects from dis¬ 
eased and decaying wood? 

Short and Thomas gave the breeding 
area criteria as 60 acres of suitable hab¬ 
itat within a mile range or 300 acres of ter¬ 
ritory.1 2 Two large islands supporting a 
heavy growth, including numerous large 
trees, were likely also used by our birds 
to meet the implied foraging needs. 

Listed in Table 1 are all the Saskatche¬ 
wan Pileated Woodpecker nest records 
known to me up to December 1987. 
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Scrutiny of the table suggested some 
patterns. 

Apparent is the breeding birds' prefer¬ 
ence for snags of Populus tree species. In¬ 
dicated, too, is a considerable variation in 
the height of the nest hole, from 6 to 65 
feet. Although six courting and excavat¬ 
ing observations were compressed into 5 
days, 25-30 April, courting was seen all 
of 2 months earlier on 3 March. Was the 
cluster the result of peaking of wood¬ 
pecker activity or of spring's flush of ob¬ 
servers? Suggested by the data also is a 
reproduction rate of two to three nestlings 
per pair. But the major revelation is the 
importance to the species of large dead 
snags. 

Additional details were available for a 
few of the observations. In one and pos¬ 
sibly three instances the same snag was 
used more than once, and at two sites PiI- 
eateds were present for at least 2 years. 
A situation near water was noted four 
times. Possibly this was not a direct as¬ 
sociation, but rather resulted from the nat¬ 
ural occurrence of large trees close to 
water. The woodpecker commonly digs 
its nest hole into the southeast quadrant 
of the tree; that orientation was remarked 
for three and the northwest for one of the 
reported cavities.2 

Short described the three habitats for PiI- 
eated Woodpeckers as mixed deciduous- 
coniferous forests, deciduous forests and 
second-growth woods, wherever some 
large trees can be found.1 Salt and Bent 
noted usual or preferred nesting sites were 
valley bottom lands, lowlands near water 
and swamp edges, always given some big, 
old trees.9 1 Second-growth woods, valley 
bottom lands and lowlands near water are 
each descriptive of the unlikely-looking 
Asquith site. 

Three of the six habitats can be found 
south of the provincial forests. They oc¬ 
cur in the valley of the North Saskatche¬ 
wan, along portions of the South Saskat¬ 

chewan and other valleys, as well as in 
several parks. Pileateds have been 
reported a few times during spring and 
summer in the Saskatoon district (in val¬ 
ley bottom lands), in the Qu'Appelle Val¬ 
ley and in Moose Mountain Provincial 
Park.1 3 7 8 6 Possibly these birds were lo¬ 
cal breeders and not the summer wander¬ 
ers they were once presumed to be.3 8 
Although it is uncommon, we could ex¬ 
pect to find this impressive woodpecker 
breeding in these places. 

On a fall visit to the Pileated Wood¬ 
pecker site I was sorry to find a gravel pit 
operation had started in the adjoining 
field. Just a narrow band of bush stood be¬ 
tween gravel equipment and the nest 
stump. 
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