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RIGHT BEFORE YOUR ETES
,oHN WTESSTNGER

Spring. An exhiloroting time for most of us. But not for
mony onimols. Food supplies ore of the lowesl point of lhe
yeor. Fot reserves ore exhousted. Chilling roins ore common.
The leof litter ond snow thol sheltered smol!
onimols from weother ond predotors

RI6HT BEFORE YOUR EYES- Worst of Times

ln general, we think of wlnter, wlth its cold temperatures and snows, as the worst tlme
of the year for animals. Many anlmals art able to migrate or hlbernate to ilold the
onslaught of winter but those which do not are well adapted to survive. Nevcrthcless,
winter does take its toll. Sprlng , however, does not herald'easy llylng'and may prove

t0 be the'straw that brtaks the camel's back'.

ln arcas where snow lies upon the ground for long periods, the lower layers are full of
tunoels. These ttnnels are 'home' f or many small mammals which forage ln safety and

relative warmth under the snow. ln areas where the snow falls unpredictably, it may

still afford some temporary cover. By sprlng however, not only ls,the snow cover
eltmlnated, but the wet, matted ground-cover has been strlpped of much of lts bqnty.
Food ls scarce and shelter ls Mrder to f lnd. Early sprlng means that tlprt 13 stlll tlmc
before the landscape wlll agaln pnovlde tood ,or the rvlnter's suvlvors; weakened

anlmals aoe stlll in Jeopardy. Spring's tickle weather may ftmp sudden cold raln, slcet,
or hail to soak and chlll; heavy, wet snow may make foraglng tor what llttle food ls left
almost lmpossible.

Sudden sprlng storms may dump huge guantltles of rain, sleet or hall addlng ao

addltional bur{en to the large, as well as, small temestrlal anlmals. Broad arcas may b€

too muddy to navlgate. Even deer may f lnd lt dlf f lcult to get aro$d and are occasionally
mlred, unable to free themselves. They elther dle of starvation or sucumb to pre&tors.

Although we negularly speak of snow, rain, sleet and hail as a part of our weather, re
we always stre of what inltiates them? Here are some brlef definltlons of these four
common phenomena.

SMW- beglns as a nucleus of dust or salt tn the air whlch attracts molecules of water
from cloud droplets. As the water molecules accrrnulate ofl the nucleus, they fonn lce
crystals, whlch become largen as more water molecules are aclded, then fall t0 earth as

snow.
RAIN- beglns when the mlcrcscopic droplets In clouds become so coocentrated that they

Join to$ther lnto larger droplets. When they become heavy enough, they fall t0 erth
SLEET- beglns as raln whlch falls through a yery cold layer of alr on lts way to eart[
The droplets treeze lnto solld lcy raindrops as they contlflJe ralllng to the grouxf
HAIL- beglns as sleet but is thrown back lnto the ralncloud by thunderstorm Q&afts'
Back ln the ralncloud, the foplets pick r.p another layer of water and fall agatn. Thls

contlilres unttl the updrafts art unable to keep the lncreaslngly heavler drops airoome.
Hailstones are known to rrach 3' ln diameter; the larlest preclpltate to tall from the

skiesl

Knauth, P. 1972. The North Woods Time-Llfe Books, NY.

Stokes, D. 1976. A Guide to Natu.e ln wlnter. Llttle, Brown and Co., Boston
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White-footed Mouse

By lote spring, temperolures hove risen ond new plont life
provides food ond cover for the survivors. But eorly spring,
for oll its promise of renewed life, con be the worstof times.

O 1984 John wiessinger 8458
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Todpoles don't look onything like

the frogs ond toods they will becorne.

These omphibion lorvoe must undergo
o dromotic metomorphosis, or
chonge, before they resemble

their porents.

RI6HT BEFORE YOUR EYES - NajorOverhaul

The word'tadpole', comes from medieval English, tadd o? tadc meaning 'toad, md
p?ll meaning 'head'. The term tadpole 'larva'may sound lnapproprlate. We normally
reserve this term for immature lnsects, but a larva can refer to any anlmal whose
immature stage differs radically from the adult. Tadpoles certalnly flt thls drrlnltlonl
While many insects metamor?hose out of glght wtthin a coccoon, tadpole3 can b€
watched daily as they change from an aquatic to a terrestrial world. Thls
transformation, called metamorphosis, may take anywhere frqm a few weeks to scveral
years (the Bullfrog takes 2 to J years) , dependlng upon the specles and water
temperature.

When tadpoles hatch, they do not move about much at flrst but use a tlny palr of a(hesive
discs to cling t0 objects while they absorb the remalns of their yolk sac. lnltlally, oach
tadpole has external gills, but these are replaced by interflal ones wlthln a tew days.
once the gills are internal, water enters the mouth, passes wer the gllls through the gill
chamber to provide the necessary oxygen, and exits through a small spout, called a
spiracle, 0n the left side of the head. A tadpole's narow mouth is eguipped wlth cutting
jaws and small rasping teeth for feeding upon a wide vrlety of plant and almal
material. lf you quietly approach a pond containing tadpoles, you can watch them
nibbling along the bottom or on plants and debris in the water as they feed.

As the tadpole grows, hind legs appear whlle front legs develop beneath the skin. As the
tlme fon emergence trom the water nears, the tadpole stops eating, r"ceiylng all of its
nourishment trom its ever- shrlnking tail. The head takes shape, the mouth broa&ns, rld
the eyes develop lids and begin to protrude. lntemal ly, gills disappeT as ltngs take over
the J0b 0f respiration. Because the digestion of animal matter is not as complcx as the
digestion 0f plant material, the lntestines shorten as the diet changes from omnlvorous
(both plant and animal) to entinely carnivorous. The tail is the last vestige of its larval
life to disappear, continuing to nourish the animal until lt is completely transformed

Host young frogs and toads leave the water in early summer, but th€ timetable may vary
considerably. Emergence is probably the most critical stage in their lives. They are a
choice target for predators and their thin skin makes them very succeptible to
dehydration. Within a short time, their numbers will be drastically rcduced. lt's rp
wonden so many eggs are needed to ensurc that enough survive each year to carfy on the
species.

Ca/, ldpoles bc tepl in oa qrtiun? YB. Ths/ m*s int.r6ting'pct!' ud thcir grqc l! fl,l to
follow. They shuld horc phnv of spc utd plenV of wcter $rfe rtr so thlt lhr yrctsr trill cmtlin audl
o47pn. Tttryar bc fd cmmerci.l fish fd. Kclp tlE tmk ow6y frfln dircct srn. oottom Ctris frsn rpo.d
holps prorie mor8 natursl fd. orE tiry hrro wcll-frmsd lrgs tlE/ should hrrc ! rry of l6ri4 t t rdr.
logir, E. 1952. Ihr fmg:. Iord: nd SdmadG of E6tm Cn d.. Clrt., lrwin t Co. Limltrd.. Crtrdr.
Prhr. 6. 1967. Ih. Wsld or th. fmg d th lo.d. J!. lipgilEou C0. XY.
zim. H. f, Smith, H. R?Ul6 rd 

^rThibi.,r.lrrrtm 
Pl6. Co., lac.. Rrim. Yl.

. l9E6 &h Wi6liqf, RI.YI. Bor /6:l Eln , XY 13062 !613

$ \
To become lond dwellers,
they must lose their gills, develop lungs,
chonge body shope, ond grow legs. As
they chonge outside, their insides must
olso odjust to chonges- from o diet
of plont ond onimol bits to one of live
insects cought with o long tongue ln o
huge nnuth. All this without o sofe
coccoon to chonge in. No
coterpillor ever hod o
bigger jobl

Mull Americon Tood

@) 1986 John ltliessirger R.B.YE. Box 453 Etm, NY 13O62

I

8613

John Wiessinger is a free-lance illustrator and author. Address inquiries to \ox 453, Etna, NY 13062
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