
CKGR ACKLE PREYS SPOTTED SA NDPIPER It is well known 
that the Common Grackle (Quiscalus quiscula) preys on the eggs and young of 
Passerine birds. In addition, Bent (Life Histories of North American Blackbirds, 
Orioles, Tanagers and Allies. U.S. Nat!' Mus. Bull , 211 , '1958) reported in­
stances of grackle predation on game farm Ring-necked Pheasant (Phasianus 
colchicus) chicks as well as adult Pine Siskins (Spinus pinus) and House Sparrows 
(Passer domesticus). However, I know of no reports of grackle predation on 
shorebird young. 

On 21 July 1977 (1800 CST) while observing a male Spotted Sandpiper (Ac­
titis macularia) tending two 3-day-old chicks on Little Pelican Island , Leech Lake, 
Cass County , Minnesota, I noticed a Common Grackle foraging about 30 cm 
from shore in herbaceous vegetation about 8 cm high . This was the same patch of 
vegetation where I had last seen the sandpiper chicks. 

The parent sandpiper became extremely excited upon discovering the grackle 
and attempted to displace it . First, he approached to about 40 cm from the grackle 
and performed an intense threat display with body upright, tail depressed and par­
tially spread, and wings extended and elevated over his back . When the grackle 
did not respond , the sandpiper attacked by momentarily flying to the grackle's 
back. The attack was followed immediately by an injury-feigning distraction 
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display in which the sandpiper gave squealing calls while running with body 
hunched, feathers ruffled, tail depressed and wings partially extended and quiver­
ing. The grackle remained stationary and the sandpiper again attacked the 
grackle's back. 

Following this attack the grackle seized a chick in its beak and flew toward the 
nearby woods with the parent in close pursuit. (Apparently the chick was only a 
few cm from the grackle throughout the 30-second episode.) After flying 36 m 
the grackle droppd the chick in dense nettles and jewelweed about 1.3 m high . I 
searched the area but was unable to locate the chick . The chick apparently sur­
vived the fall and was able to hide in the dense vegetation . However , it never re­
appeared on the beach with the brood and presumably died. 

Grackles are common on the island and almost always elicit strong alarm 
responses from parent sandpipers when near broods. This response is notably dif­
ferent than that directed toward other blackbirds (S.]. Maxson, unpub!. data). In 
386 hours of Spotted Sandpiper brood observations during 1976-77 this was the 
only instance of grackle predation and was the most intense reaction to grackles I 
witnessed. The strong alarm response plus the ability to distinguish grackles from 
similar birds is interesting in view of the low incidence of predation observed. 

This study was supported by N.s.F. Grant GB42255 to L. Dring . L. Oring 
and G.A. Maxson made helpful comments on the manuscript.-Stephen J Max­
son, Department of Biology, University of North Dakota, Forks, ND 
58202. 
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