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Red-bellied 
woodpeckers 
have been on 
the increase in 
the Granite State 
in recent years.
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WOODPECKER
W O R L D  O F  T H E 

by Allison Keating

Get to know New Hampshire’s virtuoso drum corps

The French say “pivert,” the Germans call them “specht.” In 

Italy they are called “picchio,” but the Spanish name “pájaro 

carpintero” is perhaps the most descriptive. My personal 

favorite is the Portuguese name “pica-pau.” But, regardless of where 

you are in the world, or what you call them, a woodpecker by any other 

name is still a woodpecker.
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My ten-year-old twin daughters recently learned about wood-
peckers in school, and they were intrigued by the tongue adaptation 
that allows a woodpecker to reach deep into tree trunks for insects. 
Bird tongues are not muscular like those of humans or other mam-
mals. They maneuver by the extension of a bony feature called the 
“hyoid apparatus.” Woodpeckers have extremely long hyoidal exten-
sions of the tongue, which go all the way back to the rear of the 
skull and curl around to lie on top of the skull (see diagram). These 

hyoids double the reach of the tongue! The woodpecker tongue also 
has barbs on the tip, which aid in extracting wood-boring insects 
from tiny crevices.

That hyoid bone also helps keep the woodpecker’s brain from 
being injured by its powerful pounding – some 18-22 times per 
second. The brain is also closely cushioned with spongy bone, 
and its beak shape helps dissipate the shock waves. Scientists have 
studied the woodpecker for insights on developing safety head gear 
for humans. 

 Woodpeckers belong to the family Picidae, which includes about 
200 species that can be found around the world. All woodpeckers 
have strong, chisel-like bills and bristly feathers over their nostrils 
that help to keep wood particles from being inhaled. Most have 
two toes that point forward, and two toes pointing backward. True 
woodpeckers belong to the subfamily Picinae and have stiffened tail 
feathers that help them balance and stabilize when clinging to a tree. 

Size, color and patterns vary among individual species. 
The sexes are generally similar among woodpeckers, but males 
often have patches of red on the head, where females do not. All 
woodpeckers nest in holes or tree cavities. The young are naked 
and blind at hatching.

Woodpeckers are ancient birds. According to fossil records, 
primitive woodpeckers first appeared some 37 to 54 million years 
ago. The characteristics that distinguish modern species evolved 
during the last 2 to 4 million years.  

n The tip of the tongue is barbed to 
aid in extracting insects from the 
holes and crevices of trees.

n Spongy bone 
absorbs 
shock and 
reduced 
space in 
the cranium 
keeps the  
brain from 
moving in 

  the skull.

n A chisel-like beak 
helps to dissipate 
the shock waves 
generated from 
pecking.

Why Woodpeckers Can Hammer 
Without Getting a Headache

While size, color 
and patterns vary 
among individual 

woodpecker 
species, many 

have variations of 
black and white. 
This red-headed 

woodpecker flashes 
the white patches 

under its wings as it 
takes flight.

A northern flicker feeds its newborn chicks in a nest cavity 
hewn out of a tree trunk. All woodpeckers nest in holes or 
tree cavities. The young are naked and blind at hatching.
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n The hyoid apparatus doubles the 
reach of the tongue and acts like a 
safety harness for the woodpecker’s 
skull, absorbing shock stress and 
keeping it from shaking, rattling 
and rolling with each peck.
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Hairy woodpecker 

Red-bellied woodpecker 

Pileated woodpecker Northern flicker

Red-headed woodpecker

Downy woodpecker
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Many woodpeckers look and sound alike, so a good strategy for 
learning to identify them is by pairing:

Hairy vs. Downy Woodpeckers 
Two of the most common woodpeckers occurring in New 

Hampshire are year-round residents and may be regular visitors 
to backyard birdfeeders during the winter. Hairy and downy 
woodpeckers both have black and white patterning with a vertical 
white stripe on the back, and the males of both species have a red 
patch on the head. The downy is smaller, about 6.5 inches long, with 
a dainty bill only about one-third the length of the head. The larger 
hairy woodpecker is 9-13 inches in length with a long, chisel-like 
bill. Hint – measure and mark inches on your birdfeeders to easily 
get an estimate of body size. 

The two can also be distinguished by their calls. The downy 
woodpecker has a descending whinny, while the hairy woodpecker 
has a lower, more even-pitched rattle.

Red-bellied vs. Red-headed
Although not all that similar in appearance, the more abundant 

red-bellied woodpecker is often confused with the lesser-seen 
red-headed woodpecker because of its mostly red head. The red-bellied 
woodpecker has red on top of its head and neck, a black-and-white 
striped back, and pale white underneath and on the sides of its face 
and neck. In contrast, the red-headed woodpecker has an entirely red 
head, solid black back, and large white wing patches.  

Vocalizations also differ. The red-headed woodpecker has 
a short, fast raspy high-pitched queer, and the red-bellied 
woodpecker trills a lower-pitched chir, chir, chir.

In recent decades, red-bellied woodpeckers have become more 
prevalent. Populations of red-headed woodpeckers are declining 
throughout their range in North America. 

Pileated Woodpecker vs. Northern Flicker
Two other species that are often confused are the pileated 

woodpecker and the northern flicker. Even though they don’t 
look much alike, both birds have loud, repetitious calls. Pileated 
woodpeckers are perhaps the most easily recognizable, with their 
large body size, solid dark coloring, bright red crest in both sexes, 
and flashy white wing patches visible during flight. 

Northern flickers are often overlooked as woodpeckers. Although 
they can climb trees and peck holes in wood, they prefer to feed 
on the ground. It is not uncommon to find them pecking at your 
lawn or to flush one off the ground when walking. They eat mostly 
ants, beetles and their larvae, digging for them with their unusually 
curved bill. Overall brown in color, with black patterning and a 
characteristic white rump patch, flickers are flashy in their own way, 
with bright yellow on the undersides of their wings and tail. 

If you see a flicker, listen closely. The flicker gives a loud 
repetitious flick flick flick flick flick flick, while the pileated gives 
an even louder, kikikikikikikikikikikik. A key difference between 
the two, besides volume, is that the flicker’s call stays relatively the 
same pitch from beginning to end, whereas the pileated’s call rises 
and falls in pitch.
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s thrilling as it is to catch a glimpse of one of these 

natural wonders, woodpeckers are not always 

welcome guests. Several species have adapted to habitats 

in urban and suburban residential areas, and they can cause 

extensive damage to buildings and houses. Besides pecking 

holes in trees in search of food, they also use rhythmic 

sequences of pecking, called drumming, to establish their 

territory or attract a mate. Woodpeckers will drum on 

anything that resonates loudly: trees, wooden telephone 

poles, metal power-line poles, sides of houses, drain gutters 

and spouts, and street lights. Visit wildlifehelp.org for tips 

on dealing with nuisance woodpeckers.

When
WOODY Isn’t 
WELCOME

Yellow-bellied     
Sapsuckers

Yellow-bellied sapsuckers 
are present in New Hampshire 
during the breeding season. 
They are black-and-white 
patterned, with yellowish-
tinted bellies and red 
foreheads; males also have 
red throats. These birds perch 
upright for long periods of 
time on the trunk of a tree, 
using their tails for support. 
They drill even rows of small 
holes in the tree bark, where 
they can lap out sap and 
insects. 

One of the yellow-bellied 
sapsucker’s characteristic calls 
is a short, raspy, repeated 

baee. John Kanter, the Coordinator of Fish and Game’s Nongame 
and Endangered Wildlife Program, knows this call by heart. 
Each spring, Kanter surveys the same route through the central 
part of the state for the North American Breeding Bird Survey. 
“This was the year of the sapsucker,” he commented, noting that 
he recorded several during his survey this spring. “I was standing 
there watching a yellow-bellied feeding at sap wells it had drilled 
in a tree, when a hummingbird flew right into view. Hummingbirds 
will follow yellow-bellied sapsuckers around and drink sap from 
the holes the woodpecker makes.”

Long, even rows of holes in this tree are a sure 
sign that a yellow-bellied sapsucker has been 
feeding on sap and insects.

A yellow-bellied 
sapsucker taps 

out its mating 
call on a power 

transformer.

Yellow-bellied sapsucker
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WildWays
American Three-Toed

At the time of this writing, 
the American three-toed 
woodpecker is the only 
woodpecker on the state list 
of threatened and endangered 
species. These black-and-
white patterned woodpeckers 
have barring on the sides and 
measure 7-9 inches long, with 
a 14-15-inch wingspan. Males 
have a yellow cap, but females 
do not. Like many other 
species of woodpeckers, they 
feed on wood-boring beetles 
and larvae. A signature feature 
is that they only have three 
toes. Most woodpeckers have 
four toes – only the American 
three-toed and the black-
backed woodpecker have three toes: two facing forward and one 
facing backward. 

“Because the American three-toed is an opportunistic breeder in 
the state, and the species population is stable throughout its range, 
biologists are currently discussing whether it should remain on the 
list of threatened species,” explained Kanter. “All indications are 
showing that it does not need to be listed as a threatened species, 
but it will likely remain a species of concern.” The updated list of 
threatened and endangered species in New Hampshire is expected 
to be completed this fall.

What does the future hold for New Hampshire’s woodpeckers? 
Nobody knows for certain. What we do know is that woodpeckers 
are a unique group of species that have managed to evolve 
with changing climates and changing habitats for millions of 
years. We also know that as the climate continues to change, 
and the human population continues to grow and influence the 
environment in which we all live, some species will benefit and 
others will not. So far, the adaptable woodpecker has shown its 
staying power. 

Wildlife biologist Allison Keating serves as a federal aid program 
specialist at the N.H. Fish and Game Department.

Pileated 
woodpeckers 
are notorious for 
chiseling large 
rectangular 
holes out of the 
trunks of trees.

American three-toed woodpecker 
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HELPING OUR 
WOODPECKERS

n  Volunteer for a bird monitoring program. Standardized monitoring 

programs help biologists understand population status and trends and 

assess conservation strategies.

n  Refrain from using chemical pesticides. Often, the chemicals last 

in the environment for long periods of time, can accumulate, and 

ultimately harm other non-targeted species, such as woodpeckers, 

that eat the insects the chemicals are meant to kill. 

              

n  Support conservation efforts to protect land from development 

and encourage the wise management of renewable resources such 

as timber. 

n  Donate to the Nongame and Endangered Wildlife Program, 

which works to conserve more than 400 species in New 

Hampshire. Visit wildnh.com/nongame.

In effort to minimize negative impacts to woodpeckers and 

maintain healthy populations of the diversity of species that exist 

today, biologists, foresters, developers, climatologists, lawmakers and 

individual citizens all need to work together:



http://www.wildlife.state.nh.us/pubs/wj-magazine.html
http://www.wildlife.state.nh.us/pubs/wj-magazine.html

