THE 1956-1957 INVASION OF THREE-TOED WOODPECKERS

BY J. DAVID WEST AND J. MURRAY SPEIRS

HE fall-winter period of 1956-1957 was highlighted by a major flight of
Black-backed Three-toed Woodpeckers (Picoides arcticus) and Northern
Three-toed Woodpeckers (Picoides tridactylus) into southeastern Canada and
northeastern United States. Southern Ontario and New England were the
principal regions involved, although reports were received from an area
extending from Minnesota to the Maritime provinces. The flight was undoubt-
edly the heaviest on record, at least for southern Ontario, where many
observers saw one or both of these usually rare birds for the first time.
Prior to 1956, in southern Ontario, individual Black-backed Three-toed
Woodpeckers had been noted in the Toronto region nearly every winter.
Minor flights, involving perhaps half a dozen birds, had occurred during a
few winters. The Northern Three-toed Woodpecker had been reported from
the Toronto region only twice prior to the winter of 1956-57. A bird col-
lected in November, 1901, at Well’s Hill is in the Royal Ontario Museum; and
a second was seen by R. H. Ivor at Erindale on November 17, 1942.
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FrLicuT oF NORTHERN THREE-TOED WOODPECKERS

No fewer than eight of these rare woodpeckers were reported from the
Toronto region during the winter of 1956-57. The first was found on
November 11 at West Hill, scaling the outer bark from the upper branches of
a huge elm tree by the side of Highland Creek. A Black-backed Three-toed
Woodpecker was working over the same tree, and several observers had the
good fortune of seeing both at work side by side. Another which attracted
much attention turned up at Glendon Hall, an estate willed to the University
of Toronto and within 15-minutes driving time of the main campus. A fine
male, discovered at Agincourt on December 30, remained for several weeks,
was seen by many observers, and was much photographed. It was subsequently

caught by R. R. Taylor, banded, and released.
348
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Most of the reports of the Northern Three-toed Woodpecker in New England
were from within its regular range in Maine. However, three were seen in
Massachusetts: a pair at Rowley between January 28 and March 31; and a
single bird at Milton, in the Boston area, on May 7, one of the late records of
this species.

A female Northern Three-toed Woodpecker was seen on December 27, at
Genessee Valley Park in New York State. The same bird, possibly, was seen
again at Winslow Road, two miles away, on May 11, 1957. This species is
decidedly rare in New York State. At Ithaca, it has been observed only once
or twice in the past 50 years. A pair was recorded at Raquette, in northern
New York, excavating in a spruce on June 10, 1957.

The only report from Michigan was of a specimen collected in the Upper
Peninsula in early February, the first taken in the state in many years.

Eight records of this species were received from Quebec, between November
1 (at St. Foy) and May 20 (at Giffard). Both localities mentioned are in the
Quebec City area.

From the whole region considered in this report, a total of 59 records of
the Northern Three-toed Woodpecker was received (Table 1; Fig. 1). Of
these, 28 were from Ontario, only one of which was from within its regular
range. There were 16 records from New England, of which four were outside
its regular range. The earliest report was on October 28 at Kingston, Ontario,
and the latest on June 20 at Pinery Park, Lambton County, in southwestern
Ontario.

Seven Northern Three-toed Woodpeckers were reported on the 1956 Christ-

mas counts.

FrLicHT OF BLACK-BACKED THREE-TOED WOODPECKERS

About five Black-backed Three-toed Woodpeckers were reported for every
Northern Three-toed Woodpecker. The total was 293 (compared with 59
Northern), of which 114 were from Ontario and 98 from New England. (See
Table 2 and Fig. 2.) There were 32 reports from Quebec, two from New
Brunswick, and one from Nova Scotia. New York State had 38 reports, and
single birds were reported from New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Minnesota.
Illinois and Wisconsin each reported two, and three reports came from
Michigan.

The most southerly records are from Culver’s Gap, New Jersey, where one
was reported on October 22; Point Pelee, Ontario, October 27; Rockford,
Illinois, December 9; Pymatuning Reservoir, March 23 (the first record for
western Pennsylvania), and Mill Neck, Long Island, in mid-February. The
two seen in Wisconsin, one on October 28 and the other on November 25,
were the first reported to the Wisconsin Society for Ornithology since 1951.
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Fic. 1. Records of the Northern Three-toed Woodpecker. Places or areas in each state

or province from which records were received are numbered and are listed chronologically
in Table 1.

The earliest report received was from Ste. Felicité, Quebec, where a family
group of five was seen on August 8, 1956. This, however, was prior to the
flight proper, which was first noted (also in Quebec) at Quebec City, where
one was seen on September 8 and two on September 22. Another early Sep-
tember report was from Brier Island, Nova Scotia, where a female was banded
by Harrison F. Lewis.

The first Ontario report, on September 25 at Barrie, was followed by
reports from Commanda, Toronto, and Kingston, in early October. Numerous
observations followed, up to early December; they then tapered off sharply,
but birds were reported every month up to June 2, at Pickering, in the
Toronto area.

The first New England record was at Monhegan Island, Maine, on Septem-
ber 26. On September 29, a specimen was found dead at Haverhill, the first
record of this flight for Massachusetts. Of a total of 56 records received from
this state, most were in the eastern section. One of the Massachusetts birds
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up as scaly bark was available. This they chipped off, revealing the fawn-
colored inner bark. The report from Buffalo, New York, suggested that the
attraction may have been the Scolytus beetle, a vector of Dutch elm disease.

The heavy flight of Black-backed Three-toed Woodpeckers of 1923-24 in
New England was fully reported by Josselyn Van Tyne (1926. Auk, 43:469—
474). He atiributed it to a big population built up in eastern Canada and
Maine, resulting in part at least from the activities of the spruce budworm,
which had devastated large areas in those regions between the years 1909—
1914. Subsequent tree mortality was heavy and was apparent as late as 1924.
The dead trees provided ideal conditions for bark beetles and borers, upon a
diet of which the three-toed woodpeckers flourished and increased.

The disastrous forest fires of 1955 may have been a contributing factor in

bringing about the 1956-1957 flight.
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