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Maine Woodlands

Songbird Feeding a Delicate Dance with Predators
Text and Photo
By Bob Duchesne
There really isn’t much to being a bird. Eat. Don’t
be eaten. Make babies.
The making babies part will wait until spring,
though that’s actually going on right
Backyard now. I started noticing woodpeckers
up in early December.
Birding pairing
Ravens have followed suit. Owls
and eagles are getting started. Male mallards have
been following females around open water since
before Christmas. Multiple males often pursue lone
females. She may appreciate the attention for now,
but male mallards are ill-mannered, and she will soon
tire of excess affection.

In the woods, the grab-and-go strategy is replaced
by collective foraging. Seldom will you see just one
chickadee moving through the canopy. Although
multiple chickadees may compete with each other
for food, they band together for safety. If a hawk is
sneaking in, there’s a higher probability that one of
the chickadees will spot it and sound the alarm. Other
grab-and-goers join the foraging flock. When out
in the woods, how often do you see chickadees and
nuthatches in proximity? That’s no accident.
Some birds take collective foraging to an extreme.
Finches rely on safety in numbers, and they’ll easily

Meanwhile, you can watch the drama of birds
trying to find food while trying not to be food. It’s
playing out right now in your own woodlands. It’s
especially apparent at bird feeders, but it is noticeable
even during a snowshoe in the forest. You can watch
each species display a survival strategy, if you know
what to look for.
Let’s start with the grab-and-go birds. They come
to the feeder, grab a seed, and skedaddle. Chickadees
do it. Nuthatches do it. Tufted titmice do it. They are
threatened by the possibility of marauding hawks,
so they’re apt to grab a morsel and then find a more
secure place to eat it. They may even hide the seed
for later. Feeders hung near cover will receive many
more visits from these birds than feeders hanging too
far out in the open. Watch for this: Grab-and-go birds
will perch near the feeder, and look for trouble before
risking a visit.
The chief threats are hawks of the Accipiter family
that specialize in preying on songbirds. These include
sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks. They will stake
out a bird feeder, hoping for an easy meal. Most head
south for the winter, but some linger. In recent years,
the upsurge in backyard bird-feeding has encouraged
more of them to stick around. Sharp-shinned hawks
aren’t much larger than blue jays, but they are lethal
to small birds, swooping in by surprise. Cooper’s
hawks are nearly identical, but larger. A hawk that
flashes through the yard this time of year is likely to
be a Cooper’s.

Chickadees are a “grab and go” species when they’re around
bird feeders.

sit on a feeder and gobble down seed after seed.
They’re not even quiet about it. The smaller finches
– goldfinches, pine siskins, and common redpolls –
keep up a boisterous chatter and crowd each other
for the best spots on the feeder. The ruckus is certain
to draw the attention of a roaming hawk, but the
flock explodes away in all directions at the first sign
of trouble. Following this strategy, they have less
concern about sitting on a feeder too far from cover.
Size matters. The larger the bird, the more likely
it will enjoy a sit-down meal. Jays, cardinals, and
grosbeaks are still vulnerable to attack from sharpshinned hawks, but they present a sizeable challenge
to the diminutive raptor.
Watch woodpeckers. Hairy woodpeckers are
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nearly fearless, and they’ll sit on a suet log, pecking
away with little regard for vigilance. The smaller
downy woodpecker spends an equal amount of time
on the feeder, but gazes around much more often, and
startles away faster at the first sign of an intruder.
Birds that forage on the ground face a greater
variety of threats. Besides hawks, they are vulnerable
to terrestrial predators, such as cats. Watch how
vigilant they are, looking around with every step
they take. For them, too, there is safety in numbers.
Flocks of dark-eyed juncos assemble in spring and fall.
Sparrows congregate, especially in migration. Seedeaters have an easier time foraging together because
there is often a source of abundant food, such as a
weedy field or roadside edge. That negates the need to
compete for food. Like the finches, they explode away
when danger approaches.
Woodlands are theaters, and the play gets more
interesting once you know the actors. There’s a lot of
drama in trying not to be eaten.
Bob Duchesne, a legislator from Hudson, founded the Maine
Birding Trail (www.mainebirdingtrail.com), writes for the
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