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Abstract.—The Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus) is a medium-sized songbird known for its behavior of impaling 
prey items.  Most prey species include invertebrates such as grasshoppers and beetles, but it also takes vertebrate species 
such as rodents, birds, and reptiles.  Herein, I report the impalement of a Horned Lark (Eremophila alpestris) on a barbed 
wire fence in San Luis Obispo County, California, likely by a Loggerhead Shrike.
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The Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus) is a 
medium-sized, gray songbird that commonly inhabits 
open landscapes with scattered shrubs, interspersed with 
grasses and forbs in grasslands, scrublands, steppes, 
deserts, prairies, and savannas throughout most of North 
America including Mexico (Yosef 2020).  The species 
is infamous for impaling prey on sharp objects, such 
as barbed wire, cacti, thorns, and even yucca (Reid and 
Fulbright 1981; Yosef 2020), but it may also store its 
kill between the forked branches of shrubs.  Once an 
item is impaled, the shrike typically flies off, leaving 
the item behind, possibly using impalement as a food 
cache method (Yosef and Pinshow 2005).  Common 
prey items include invertebrates, such as grasshoppers, 
crickets, and beetles, and vertebrates, such as rodents, 
birds, amphibians, and reptiles (Cicero 1993; Clark 2011; 
Yosef 2020). 

Of particular interest is the predation of other 
passerines similar in size to the Loggerhead Shrike.  Bird 
predation is not common for the Loggerhead Shrike, 
which is well documented in the literature.  Many of 
the predated birds mentioned in the literature are similar 
in size to the shrike and may even be larger.  Birds and 
other vertebrate prey are typically subdued and killed by 
Loggerhead Shrikes by breaking the neck at the base of 
the skull using their hooked beak (Yosef and Pinshow 
2005).  Predated birds by the Loggerhead Shrike include 
Mourning Doves (Zenaida macroura; Balda 1965), 
Grasshopper Sparrows (Ammodramus savannarum; 
Stewart 1990), Dark-eyed Juncos (Junco hyemalis; Smyth 
1912); Savannah Sparrows (Passerculus sandwichensis; 
Johnson 1949), and Northern Cardinals (Cardinalis 
cardinalis; Ingold and Ingold 1987).  Ingold and Ingold 
(1987) and Tyler (1991) present a summary of avian prey 
species of Loggerhead Shrikes.  Although Horned Lark 
(Eremophila alpestris) predation by the Loggerhead 
Shrike has been reported in the literature (i.e., Conley 
1982; Mays 1988), only one author mentions impalement 
(on two spiny branchlets of the box-thorn [Lycium] shrub; 

Wiggins 1962).  Horned Larks weigh 28–48 g (Beason 
2020) and likely would not be a predation challenge for 
the Loggerhead Shrike (weight range of 45–60 g; Yosef 
2020).  Herein, I describe another probable case of the 
impalement of a Horned Lark by a Loggerhead Shrike in 
San Luis Obispo County, California. 

On 26 January 2011, at approximately 1230, I was 
driving northbound on Bitterwater Road, San Luis 
Obispo County, California, when I noticed a large 
object hanging on a barbed wire fence (Fig. 1).  I pulled 
over onto the shoulder and walked back to find the item.  
Upon further examination, I identified the object as a 
Horned Lark.  It appeared to have a broken neck and 
was hanging on a single barb on the fence (Fig. 1).  I 
have observed Loggerhead Shrikes in the vicinity during 
previous drives along Bitterwater Road and surmised 
that the impaled Horned Lark was the handiwork of the 
shrike.  I took photographs, and then left the Horned 
Lark in place and departed the area.  The surrounding 
land cover was rangeland vegetated with forbs and non-
native grasses. 
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figure 1.  Horned Lark (Eremophila alpestris) impaled on a barbed wire fence likely by a Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus), 
along Bitterwater Road, San Luis Obispo County, California. (Photographed by Howard O. Clark, Jr.).
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