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Look out for fine-feathered woodpeckers
Jim Wright
Special to The Record
USA TODAY NETWORK - NEW JERSEY

Quick quiz: If you see a woodpecker on the ground,
especially this month, chances are it is a:
A. hairy
B. downy
C. grungy
D. flicker
E. twitcher.
If you chose E, you’re right. These fine-feathered
woodpeckers dine mostly on ants and beetles that lurk
underground — and October is prime migration time.
Northern flickers, aka yellow-shafted flickers in the
East, just might be the most beautiful of our New Jersey woodpeckers.
Let me count the ways.
Most notably, the undersides of their wings and tail
feathers are a wondrous silky yellow, as if lined by a
custom tailor. These brownish woodpeckers have
black-freckled chests, a red heart shape high on their
backs, plus a whitish patch on their rumps so you can
ID them as they fly.
But their most distinctive feature (aside from those
dazzling yellow under-wing feathers) just might be
their tongue, said to be the longest of any North American bird.
Their tongues can stick out 2 inches beyond the tip
of their beak. While many woodpeckers’ tongues have
barbed tips, the flicker’s is flattened, with extra-sticky

A northern flicker looks for ants in an Allendale yard.
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saliva for nabbing those pesky insects.
If these birds eat so many ants, why aren’t they
called ant-eaters, much in the way that yellow-bellied
woodpeckers that suck sap are known as sapsuckers?
Aside from being distinguished from aardvarks,
flickers are reportedly called flickers either because of
a sound they make (a repeated “flick-a”) or because the

bright yellow undersides of their wings resemble flickering flames in flight.
I’m not buying either explanation. I’d like to think
they’re called flickers because they must flick those incredibly long tongues a lot.
Just how prevalent are flickers this time of year?
Consider this story from birding legend Pete Dunne.
In an article that Dunne once wrote about flickers,
he talked about the time he ran Morris County’s Scherman-Hoffman Sanctuary one autumn.
As Dunne drove to work one day, “big-bodied birds
exploded into motion as the car passed. The migrant
woodpeckers flashed yellow under-wings and displayed telltale white rumps. ‘Going to be a flicker day
on the phone’ I knew before I even parked the car.”
Dunne was right. When he got to work, the phone
was already ringing off the hook. He answered with
three simple words: “It’s a flicker.”
The caller sputtered: “Is this the Audubon Society?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Dunne replied.
“Oh, good,” the woman replied. “Maybe you can
help me. There’s this strange bird sitting on our lawn
….”
Wrote Dunne: “No doubt about it. A flicker day for
sure.”
P.S.: The other time of year when homeowners are
most aware of flickers is in the spring. That’s when the
males drum on metal chimneys to let the females
know they are back in town and in the mood for love.
The Bird Watcher column appears every other
Thursday. Email Jim at celeryfarm@gmail.com.

Patient friend becomes ‘comfort bot’
Ask Amy
Amy Dickinson

Dear Amy: I have a perfectionist friend. I used to
find her neurotic nature endearing, but now that we’re
both parents, the qualities I used to think were cute are
now wearing thin.
This started when we were both pregnant at the
same time. My pregnancy was a (very happy!) accident. I wasn’t married to the baby’s father, was working and finishing school, and lived in a comfy little
apartment. She planned her pregnancy for the perfect
time: a stable job, a marriage to a high-earning partner,
and a big beautiful house. Still, she panicked about the
smallest things. I didn’t understand it, but I rolled with
it.
I’m not sure I can, anymore. It’s not even her frequent complaining that bothers me most. It’s the fact
that she no longer seems to care about me as a person.
I’ve become some kind of “comfort bot” that she messages, gets a response from, and ignores.
Discussing my own kids seems to whip her into a
bigger frenzy. She diverts every conversation – always
– back to motherhood. Mostly, I respond with the same
stock empathy phrases: “That sounds hard!” “Hope it
gets better soon!” “Poor thing!,” and hope she doesn’t
notice.
She’s important to me, but I can’t continue. I know
that, as mothers, we’re supposed to support one another no matter what and that we should give each

other permission to complain about the little things.
(Especially now!)
I don’t want to be the kind of woman who doesn’t do
that, but truly, I can’t support this woman in this way
any longer. What should I do?
– Tired Mommy Friend
Dear Tired: Oh yes, the “comfort-bot.” What a perfect description of what it feels like to reliably deliver
comfort, encouragement, and empathy – in short, the
key elements of being a supportive friend – and to never receive same in return.
If your friend was in a bad patch and was reaching
out for help – then yes, you should continue to provide
an actively supportive ear. But motherhood hasn’t
changed her. Motherhood seems to have intensified
her already intense reaction to life. She reaches out,
you respond, she ignores.
But guess what? You have needs, too. Motherhood
may have intensified your awareness of them. If you
believe it makes your friend feel better and is genuinely important for her to vent to you, then yes, respond
with a “heart emoji,” and leave it at that. Otherwise, I
suggest a quiet backing away from a relationship that
seems to have run its course.
Dear Amy: My spouse and I are fervent Democrats,
and yet the six other family members we’ve invited to
dinner (sitting at adjacent outdoor tables) are all Republicans.
My fear is that a relative is going to bring up politics
(probably as a jibe) to initiate a debate with us, even
though we are the hosts. This has happened before.
How do I politely handle such a situation that could
easily spiral out of control?
I could respond that our wish is, just for this once, to

avoid politics during dinner, but it may come off as a
put-down of sorts and serve to deflate everyone’s
spirits.
Something with a bit of humor could defuse and
deflect it, but I’m not very funny when I feel confronted, and offering one snarky joke or comment to
counter another could inflame instead of defuse.
Please help!
– Worried
Dear Worried: I believe that for the next few
weeks, lots of families are considering a moratorium
on talking politics. One way to do that would be to say,
at the outset: “Let’s see if we can get through this dinner without discussing politics, OK? First one to incite
a riot has to do the dishes.” The problem is that almost
every topic has political overtones right now. It’s easier not to take the bait if you refuse to take “jibes” personally, even if you suspect that is the intent.
Dear Amy: Responding to “My Hair, My Choice,”
I’m glad so many women (and maybe men) have decided to let their true hair color show through due to
the pandemic.
To cover early salt and pepper I started coloring my
hair in my late 30s.
I quit in my late 40s to save time and money.
Last year I lost all my hair due to chemo. I feel fortunate it’s grown back salt and pepper and some curl!
– Grateful for The Extra Time
Dear Grateful: Chemo is the great leveler. I’m celebrating your recovery!
You can email Amy Dickinson at askamy@amydickinson.com or send a letter to Ask Amy, P.O. Box 194,
Freeville, NY 13068. You can also follow her on Twitter
askingamy or Facebook.
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