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Avian geophagy can serve several functions
(Ziswiler & Farner, 1972; Diamond et al., 1999; Gilardi
et al., 1999; Gionfriddo & Best, 1999). Coarser
particles and grit aid in the trituration or grinding of
food in the gizzard, whereas finer particles (< 63 pm)
may provide minerals and act to buffer toxic or bitter
compounds in the diet. Most granivorous and
herbivorous birds, as well as many insectivorous
species, are believed to ingest grit (Ziswiler & Farner,
1972). However, the checklist of avian families and
species for which geophagy or grit consumption has
been documented is surprisingly limited (see
Gionfriddo & Best, 1999). Of interest here is the
absence of reported geophagy or grit consumption
among the dozens of papers that have addressed the diet
of Pileated Woodpecker (Dryocopus pileatus) across its
vast North American range (Bent, 1939; Bull &
Jackson, 2011).

On 24 May 2001, | observed a Pileated Woodpecker
on Lynn Ditch Road (36° 42.4' N; 76° 31.6' W) about
1.0 km south of Jericho Ditch Lane, in the Great Dismal
Swamp National Wildlife Refuge (GDSNWR), City of
Suffolk, Virginia. The woodpecker was vigorously
pecking the sandy soil exposed in the parallel tire tracks
atop the road, which is the only dry soil in this sector of
the swamp in spring (Graves, 2001). | watched the bird
through 10 x 40 binoculars from a distance of 40 m for
about a minute until it flew. The woodpecker made
swallowing motions several times but I could not tell
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what was being consumed. After the woodpecker flew
I closely examined the disturbed soil. I found no
evidence of ants, ant burrows, or other insects in or
around the clustered bill marks (1-2 cm deep).
I concluded that the woodpecker had been consuming
soil, which 1 collected for future analysis. This
constituted my sole observation of geophagy by
Pileated Woodpeckers during 16 field seasons (1989-
2006) in the Great Dismal Swamp.

Lynn Ditch Road was constructed with dredge
spoils from the adjacent ditch (prior to the 1930s). Soil
adjacent to the road is classified as Belhaven muck
(Natural Resources Conservation Service, 2015), rich in
organic matter with a high water table. Sandy soils on
the road surface likely represent the upper member of
the underlying Sand Bridge formation (Oaks & Coch,
1963) dredged from the bottom of the ditch. However,
road surfaces have also been augmented by soils hauled
in from the nearby Suffolk Scarp, a sandy Pleistocene
shoreline that forms the western boundary of the Great
Dismal Swamp (Oaks & Whitehead, 1979). Roads
represent the only source of grit in much of the swamp.
The nearest natural source of grit lies ~2.75 km west of
the geophagy site on the Suffolk Scarp. The soil sample
was strongly acidic (pH = 4.8) and composed of fine
sand (85% by weight), silt, and clay (12.5% by weight,
particle size < 63 um), and a few coarser quartz grains
(> 2 mm). A bulk soil sample was analyzed by
the Agricultural Analytical Services Laboratory,
Pennsylvania State University. The cation exchange
capacity (CEC) was moderately low (11.8 meq/100 g)
and levels of key nutrients were similarly moderate —
phosphorus (28 ppm), potassium (126 ppm), calcium
(675 ppm), and magnesium (75 ppm). Thus, it seems
likely that the woodpecker consumed the sandy soil
primarily to aid trituration of hard food items rather
than as a source of minerals or to buffer toxic dietary
compounds.
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