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7KH�PLJUDWRU\�QRUWKHUQ�ÁLFNHU��Colaptes auratus) 
is the second largest and most widespread member 
RI�WKH�ZRRGSHFNHU�IDPLO\��Picidae) in North America 
�H[FHSW�IRU�+DZDL'L��ZKLFK�KDV�QR�ZRRGSHFNHUV���8Q�
like most other woodpeckers, its coloration is suit�
ed for its ground foraging habits. An untrained eye 
ZRXOG�ÀQG�OLWWOH�WR�VXJJHVW�WKLV�ELUG�LV�D�ZRRGSHFN�
er, and even less likely to guess its remarkable adap�
tions for its specialized role. A young boy fascinated 
by all things gross would light up like a Christmas 
WUHH�WR�GLVFRYHU�WKH�ÁLFNHU·V�LPSUHVVLYH�DELOLWLHV�DQG�
rather yucky habits. 

7KH�ÁLFNHU�LV�D�SULPDU\�SUHGDWRU�RI�XQGHUJURXQG�
ants, eating more than any other North American 
bird. Stomach contents suggest a thousand a day. Is 
diet, however, includes many other arthropods, in�
FOXGLQJ� WKRVH� IRXQG� LQ� WUHHV� �HVSHFLDOO\� WKRVH�ZLWK�

decay), and even in cow patties. In fall and winter, 
fruit and large seeds are preferred.

7KH� ÁLFNHU·V� EDUEHG� WRQJXH� SURWUXGHV� DOPRVW�
two inches from the bill, aided by elastic bony rods 
to which it is attached. These rods wrap and rest 
around the back of the skull, enter the right nostril 
and cavity of the upper jaw. When the bird deploys 
its tongue, the rods catapult it forward. When the bill 
is shut, they swing back into place. To capture many 
DQWV�DW�D� WLPH�� WKH�ÁLFNHU·V� ODUJH�VDOLYDU\�JODQG�H[�
cretes sticky mucous, which covers the tongue as it 
shoots forward. 

8QIRUWXQDWHO\�� WKH� ELUG·V� GHFXUYHG� ELOO� LV� EHVW�
suited to be applied as a pickax rather than a chisel. 
This makes it less ideal for excavating in wood. Con�
VHTXHQWO\��WKH�ÁLFNHU�IUHTXHQWO\�UHXVHV�ROG��H[FDYDW�
ed cavities, easily excavates in saguaro, and chooses 
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DVSHQ��ZKHQ�DYDLODEOH��EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�WUHH·V�SURSHQ�
VLW\� IRU�KHDUWZRRG� URW��$ERXW����GD\V�DUH� UHTXLUHG�
IRU�WKH�ZRUN��$ERXW�VL[W\�RU�VR�FDYLW\�QHVWLQJ�ELUGV�
�DV�ZHOO�DV�PDQ\�RWKHU�ZLOGOLIH�VSHFLHV��QHVW�DQG�VHHN�
protection in the abandoned cavities of woodpeck�
ers. The Picidae are vital carpenters of the bird world.

Where dead snags are available in spring, the 
ÁLFNHU� FDQ� EH� IRXQG� LQ� PRQWDQH� IRUHVWV�� LVRODWHG�
woodlands in the desert, city parks, and urban neigh�
borhoods. Breeding time varies by region but ranges 
from February through July. Nests may be as low as 
six feet above ground. If you approach a tree cavity 
DERXW��� LQFKHV� LQ�GLDPHWHU�DQG�GHWHFW� WKH�VRXQG�RI�
EHHV� LQVLGH�� \RX�PD\� EH� KHDULQJ� WKH� ÁLFNHU·V� QHVW�
lings attempting to scare you away. Therefore, de�
OD\LQJ�WUHH�FDUH�XQWLO�ÁHGJOLQJV�KDYH�OHIW�LV�WKH�EHVW�
practice whenever possible.

7KH�ÁLFNHU�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�YRFDO�ZRRGSHFNHUV��
The bird is fond of announcing itself with a kee’er or 
kee’ew. Once recognized, its Wicka and Peah calls 
are also unmistakable.

The species is steadily declining in North America.  
Construction reduces ant nests and simultaneously 
DWWUDFWV�WKH�QRQ�QDWLYH�(XURSHDQ�VWDUOLQJ�ZKLFK�RXW�
FRPSHWHV�ÁLFNHUV�IRU�QHVW�VLWHV�LQ�VRPH�UHJLRQV���%XW�
arborists can mitigate for the greatest impact on the 
ÁLFNHU�DQG�RWKHU�VSHFLHV�WKDW�UHO\�RQ�LWV�QHVW�FDYLWLHV�
by safely managing snags and live trees with heart rot, 
when possible. Though not well substantiated, pesti�
FLGHV� RQ� JROI� FRXUVHV�� DJULFXOWXUDO� ÀHOGV� DQG� XUEDQ�
lawns are thought to be a contributing factor.
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Upperparts and belly are cryptic for its terrestrial for-
DJLQJ�KDELWV���$�WKLUG�H\HOLG�VKLHOGV�DJDLQVW�Á\LQJ�GHEULV� 
Photo by Anthony Lukich.

A specialized tongue and sticky saliva are designed to cap-
ture ants and other small insects. 3KRWR�E\�.HQ�*ULIÀWKV�

Flickers are better adapted for excavating cavities in 
saguaro, aspen and trees with heart rot. Photo by US 
Forest Service Wikimedia Commons


