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Woodpecker 
Woodpeckers are found all over the world. They mostly eat insects which they search for on tree branches. Their characteristic behaviour is to drum on tree trunks with their powerful beaks, which is their way of communicating. This produces a loud sound and vibration that can be heard from afar.

Some species eat fruits, birds' eggs, small animals, tree sap, and human scraps. They also nest in the holes they make. The abandoned holes are also used by other nesting birds. They are useful to himans because they remove insect pests from trees.

What is fascinating about woodpeckers is their tongue. They have a truly enormous tongue. They need this to dig deep into holes to search for insects and grubs like the larvae of beetles.

But they are such small birds. Are their mouths big enough to hold their tongues? The answer is amazing. 

How does a woodpecker's tongue work?
In both humans and birds, the tongue is supported by a bone called the hyoid. This is a horseshoe-shaped structure under your jaw. The muscles in your tongue and mouth (floor) attach to this bone. It helps us breathe, swallow, and speak.

A woodpecker's hyoid bone, however, is very different. The center of the woodpecker's muscle-wrapped hyoid is in the nostrils, in the bird's upper beak. It splits into a V between the eyes, and its two arms wrap completely around the woodpecker's skull, passing over the top of it and around the back before meeting up again at the base of the lower beak.

When the muscles surrounding the hyoid contract, the tongue projects forward, through the length of the beak and beyond. But when those muscles relax, the woodpecker's tongue retracts (goes back) along the length of the hyoid and is coiled around the back of its owner's skull!

So how long is a woodpecker's tongue? The total length of a woodpecker tongue can be up to a third of the bird's total body length, although the exact proportions vary from species to species. This includes both the part that sticks out past the end of the beak, and the part that stays anchored in the head. If our tongues were the same proportion, they would be around two feet long!

Occasionally those long tongues can even get woodpeckers into trouble. Scientists who catch woodpeckers for study sometimes have to carefully disentangle the birds' tongues from their nets.

Does a woodpecker's tongue protect its brain?
Yes. Having its tongue wrapped around the back of its brain doesn't just give a woodpecker somewhere to store a long appendage; it also helps protect the bird's brain from injury during high-speed pecking.

When the muscles that surround the woodpecker hyoid bone contract, they don't just cause the woodpecker to stick out its tongue. That tensing-up action also helps hold the skull and spine snugly in place as the bird's beak collides with a tree, just like a seat belt keeps you from flying forward if someone slams on the brakes.

Tongues aren't the only part of a woodpecker's cranial anatomy that helps to keep the bird's brain safe. There are also extra plates of spongy bone in the front and back of the skull. Sandwiched between layers of denser, more compact bone, these softer bones help absorb and distribute the shock each time a woodpecker strikes a tree.
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