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June 01 – Puffins 
 

The cute little Atlantic puffin might not strike you as a vessel built for life on the open 

ocean, but nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

For starters, puffin feathers are completely waterproof. And they spend epic lengths of 

time at sea, with fledglings riding the waves for a full two years before ever setting foot 

on land. 

 

Atlantic puffins are well adapted to a life mostly on the water. They can even drink 

seawater and expel the excess salt out of glands in their nostrils. 

 

But for all the things we have learned about Atlantic puffins in the last forty years, one 

aspect of their lives has remained a mystery. Where do the birds spend the winter? 

Each August, the puffins of Maine head out to sea and don’t return until the following 

April. Where did the birds go once they left the shore? The birds appear to make a two-

stop migration, going north to the fish-rich waters of Canada’s Gulf of St. Lawrence, 

then heading southeast and spending the rest of the winter on the open ocean about 

200 miles off Cape Cod. 

 

That they fly such distances is amazing in itself, since puffins do not look all that 

aerodynamic in flight!  
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June 02 – Wild Hearts #2 
 

When they were handing out hearts, some animals forgot to say when. 

Cephalopods, like squids and octopus, usually have three hearts: One systemic heart 

that pumps blood through the rest of the body after the other hearts have pumped it to 

the gills, where oxygen is taken up. 

 

In mollusks, by contrast, a very simple heart pumps blood into open body cavities, or 

sinuses. As blood enters the sinuses, other blood in the sinuses fairly haphazardly 

drains into vessels, which typically transport the blood to gills, where the blood is 

recharged with oxygen. Then the blood returns to the heart and is pumped to more 

sinuses. 

 

Sea stars, and other echinoderms do not have a “heart” or anything analogous to it. Nor 

do they have blood to pump with one. 

 

Instead, starfish have millions of tiny, hair-like structures called cilia that beat constantly, 

pumping seawater via a system of internal pipes and bags. 

Their internal cavity also has all the various cells needed for transporting nutrients and 

immune cells.  



 
     90 Second Naturalist – June, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

June 03 – Peacocks 
 

A peacock’s train feathers are arguably among the most well-known example of mating 

display in the animal kingdom. These iconic feathers are composed of the central shaft, 

loose barbs on its sides, and an “eyespot” pattern at the end of the shaft. To court 

potential mates, a peacock needs to rattle and shiver these train feathers in a certain 

way, producing a display of flickering feathers and distinctive noises. 

 

This courtship dance signals the fitness of the males, as the extravagant display 

requires energy and muscular power to perform.  

 

The males rattle their feathers, producing a rattling sound and iridescent display as the 

loose feather barbs independently move back and forth. A second move, called a “train-

shivering,” is done by strumming their tail feathers against the train, causing the latter to 

sway left and right while the eyespots remain relatively still. The motionlessness of the 

eyespots is considered influential to the mating chance of a peacock. 

 

Based on the recordings and laboratory measurements, biologists have discovered that 

the peacocks rattle their feathers 25 times a second, similar to the resonance of a guitar 

string.  
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June 06 – Iberian Lynx 
 

I’m betting you didn’t know that the Iberian lynx is one of the most endangered cat 

species on Earth.  Maybe, like me, you weren’t completely sure where Iberia even is! 

Well, the cat species, found on the Iberian Peninsula covering patches of lands in Spain 

and Portugal, is known to be a specialized predator which preys on rabbits. Being a 

specialist, with low ability to adapt to changes, their population plummeted when their 

prey animals crashed due to two viral diseases. 

 

However, a recent survey recorded an increase in numbers of cats: up to 404 from 327 

cats in 2014, and 120 of those are known to be females in breeding age. The research 

also shows newly-inhabited areas, with lesser mortality rate than the usual rate of 50 

percent. 

 

This growth shows the positive impact of conservation efforts, although researchers still 

warn of potential threats. High mortality rate due to road accidents, reached 51 deaths 

in the past three years. 

 

With proper rabbit population management and concerted efforts to reduce accidents, 

the cats might be able to recover after all.  
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June 07 – Status of the Florida Manatee 
 

Many wildlife experts in Florida say the manatee should be down-listed under the 

Endangered Species Act and no longer be protected as an endangered species. 

When aerial surveys began in 1991, officials counted 1,200 manatees in Florida. 

Now there are more than 6,300 in Florida alone, and the entire population of West 

Indian manatees is established at 13,000 in its range that includes the Caribbean and 

the northern coasts of Colombia, Venezuela and Brazil. 

 

The Fish and Wildlife Service said "significant improvements in its population and 

habitat conditions and reductions in direct threats" have helped propel the population in 

Florida 500 percent in 25 years.  

 

Under federal law, an endangered species is "currently in danger of extinction 

throughout all or significant portions of its range." 

 

A threatened species "is likely to become endangered within the foreseeable future.” 

Some conservation groups, such as the Save the Manatee Club, oppose the idea of 

downgrading the creatures' status because they say many threats still remain, and 

death counts have been high in recent years.  
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June 08 - Birdsong 
 

I can’t think of a ling lovelier than birdsong. These avian singers tend to be male, and 

are crooning their hearts out to guard their territory and attract a mate. 

On the territorial front, the melody says, "This is my area and I'm letting everyone else, 

especially every other male in the area, know that this is my space.” 

 

Other animals mark their territory by urinating or by rubbing their scent everywhere. 

Even people mark areas with fences. But birds don't do it that way, they sing. And they 

will sing that song over and over again. 

 

And, hey, if that song attracts a mate in the process, more power to the male. Granted, 

there are nearly 10,000 species of birds in the world, and every species is different, but 

oftentimes the female is the one that picks the mate, which is reason enough for the 

guys to keep singing. 

 

This mating ritual is costly for both sexes, in that it uses energy. While the male is 

singing, he can't look for food, and his calls make him more visible to predators. For 

females, it takes a lot of energy to lay eggs and raise young, so she wants to be sure 

she chooses the right mate before putting all her eggs in one basket. 
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June 09 – Sperm Whale Noses 
 

I’m sure you know what a sperm whale looks like.  You know - the ones from Moby Dick 

with the huge forehead?  And of course, not just their heads are huge.  They can grow 

to 20 meters in length and weigh 45 tons, making them the largest toothed predator on 

Earth. 

 

But without doubt, the sperm whale’s biggest attribute is their massive head.  In it they 

carry the largest brain in history, which is about the size of a large beach ball.  And they 

have the biggest nose in the world as well. And you thought it was the elephant.   

So, how big is a sperm whale nose?  Well, get this, their complex set of nostrils run the 

length of their entire head, which is one-third the length of their body!   

 

And that great big barrel shaped nasal cavity is filled with the white, sticky whale oil they 

are famous for.  Not knowing better, early New England whalers thought it looked like 

sperm, and hence, the name.  Later, when more observant whalers noticed that the 

heads of female whales were also filled with the oil, the name had already stuck. 

 

One theory is that the oil helps shape the clicks and sounds sperm whales emit for long 

distance communication.  
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June 10 – Sperm Whale Defense 
 

Sperm whales mostly dine on giant squid and other creatures of the deep, pursuing 

them with the most powerful natural sonar known. 

 

The sexes lead very different lives in sperm whales. Males leave their mothers to form 

ephemeral bachelor groups or to live alone, while females can develop complex 

societies with multiple levels of organization. At the most basic level of these societies 

are nearly permanent units of about 10 females that care for and suckle each other's 

progeny and defend their companions from attack. 

 

In the Pacific, units of females often temporarily gather with other units of the same clan 

— groups composed of thousands of females that share distinct patterns of vocal clicks 

known as codas. On the other hand, in the Atlantic, there is no evidence of these clans, 

with units of females rarely grouping with others.  

 

These differences are likely due to threats from killer whales.  Of the ten known attacks 

on sperm whales by killer whales, none took place in the North Atlantic, while six took 

place in the East Pacific.  
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June 13 – Elephant Locomotion 
 

Elephants have many admirable qualities: They have an excellent sense of smell, rarely 

get cancer and have complex social lives. But, perhaps unsurprisingly, they cannot 

jump. 

 

This is likely because of the animals' enormous heft, and because they have relatively 

weak leg muscles and fairly inflexible ankles. 

 

Animals that jump need really flexible ankles and really strong Achilles tendons and calf 

muscles, and elephants have really wimpy lower-leg muscles and not very flexible 

ankles. 

 

In fact, though elephants can walk fast, they do not go airborne. That means that they 

always have at least one foot on the ground, so some people would say they never 

really run at all. 

 

However, I have been chased by wild elephants in the Okavanga Delta, and let me tell 

you that there is a vast difference between theory and practice!  We came around some 

brush and surprised a small herd of elephants and the biggest female gave a couple of 

loud bluff charges while we tried in vain to get the land rover started, and brother, when 

she charged in earnest I’m pretty sure everybody in the truck wet their pants at just how 

fast that elephant could run. 
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June 14 – Blue Whales 
 

I am sure you know that the giant blue whale is the largest animal ever to live.  Adult 

females, which are bigger than their mates, can reach lengths of over 33 meters and eat 

3600 kilos of food every day -- which is about 40 million krill, if you count them.  

 

But that all sounds sort of abstract, so maybe this image will help. Of everything I can 

think of, a blue whale resembles a 737 jet airliner: pretty much the same length and 

diameter.  And the tail of the 737 serves the same purpose as the dorsal fin of a whale, 

which is to help hold them steady when moving so they don’t roll from side to side. 

 

Of course, everything about a blue whale is gigantic.  Biggest heart on earth, about the 

size of a big Barcalounger chair some people have in their TV room.  And their aorta is 

the largest blood vessel on Earth, at about the diameter of a volleyball. 

 

Blue whales and the other really giant whales are what are referred to as “mustache 

whales,” their mustaches being the baleen that filter out all the goodies for them to 

swallow once they’ve used their tongues to squish out the water. 

  



 
     90 Second Naturalist – June, 2016 Scripts 
 
 

©2016 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

June 15 – Hair, Hair, Beautiful Hair 
 

One of the features shared by nearly every mammal species on Earth — from antelopes 

to zebras, and even humans — is that their bodies are covered in structures known 

individually as "hairs" and collectively as "fur." 

 

Regardless of what it looks or feels like, fur is an evolutionary characteristic that defines 

the mammalian lineage. 

 

But what makes a lion's mane different from a polar bear's coat, a boar's bristles or a 

ram's fleece, or even the hair on our own heads?  

 

There are three types of hair in mammals that make up their fur: vibrissae, which are 

sensitive tactile receptors, such as whiskers, used for sensing the environment; guard 

hairs, the most conspicuous hairs, which serve as protection; and underhairs, whose 

primary purpose is insulation. 

 

The length, thickness and density of these hair types contribute to the incredible 

diversity we see in mammals' furry pelts. 

 

Hair is made up of keratinized filament — the same substance that makes up our 

fingernails — and can vary in length from just a millimeter to over a meter. 

 

Human hair is less differentiated than the hair of other mammals.  
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June 16 - Hairs - A scaly start 
 

To understand animal hair it’s best to go back about 310 million years to see how the 

whole thing got started. 

 

The first type of "hair" to emerge in mammalian ancestors was perhaps a modification of 

scales, or some sort of hard, non-hair epidermal structures. 

A need for insulation likely drove fur's evolution in early mammals, as it developed 

alongside another trait that differentiated them from reptiles: a consistently high body 

temperature that had to be maintained. 

 

In especially cold environments, terrestrial mammals such as the musk oxen, arctic 

foxes and polar bears rely on their thick coats to stay alive in frigid temperatures; dense 

fur traps a layer of air close to their skin, which helps keep them warm. Semiaquatic 

mammals, such as fur seals and otters, also have a thick covering of fur, with sea otters 

sporting up to a million hairs per square inch of skin — more than any other mammal. 

 

But in warmer climates, larger mammal species tend to have sparser coverings of hair, 

as big animals are generally able to maintain their core body temperatures without 

much insulation.  
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June 17 - Fitness & Hair 
 

Did you know a mammal's fur can serve many purposes?  In some species, guard hairs 

evolved into highly specialized protective structures — like a porcupine's and 

hedgehog's quills, or the pangolin's armor, where hairs fuse together to form tough 

plates. 

 

Fur can also be a source of camouflage. For example, small mammals' coats generally 

match the color of the soil in their environment so they'll blend in with the dirt. Fur 

coloration can be used for sexual selection, or to serve as a warning to predators that 

an animal carries toxic chemical weapons — as in the case of the skunk. 

 

Considering that mammals are so reliant on their fur, it's no wonder that they also work 

hard to keep it in good condition. Grooming isn't a high-maintenance luxury — it can be 

a matter of life and death. 

 

Most mammals invest an enormous amount of time in maintaining their fur, to preserve 

quality, function and insulation, and to weed out ectoparasites. 

 

Hair is a good indicator of health in most mammals. 

 

And what about humans?  One aspect of our cranial hair is, in fact, rare among 

mammals — it grows continually. 
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June 20 - Arctic Wooly Worm 
 

The range of the Arctic woolly bear moth extends to the Arctic Circle in Canada and 

even Greenland. In such conditions, a caterpillar has to overwinter in its larval form. 

This far north, the shortages in vegetation mean that food does not come easily and so 

the woolly bear has to spend a long time frozen.  

 

While covered in ice and frost, the little creatures depend on a cryoprotectant, or 

antifreeze in order to stay alive. These cryoprotectants are based on sugars in their 

bodies, which in turn protect their delicate tissues from temperatures that ordinarily 

plummet below zero. Some have even been found surviving through temperatures 70 

degrees below freezing. 

 

Many cold-blooded animals have an antifreeze chemical or chemicals in their blood. For 

example, many fish and frogs that live in colder climates will also allow themselves to be 

frozen. Once thawed out they will resume activity once more. The Arctic woolly bear 

moth caterpillars are no different. 

 

The larvae even use a special type of cocoon called a hibernacula to shield themselves. 

And more than 90% of their life is spent in the hibernacula. 
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June 21 - Small, but Mighty Dragonfly 
 

A dragonfly barely thirty-five millimeters long appears to be animal world's most prolific 

long distance traveler - flying thousands of miles over oceans as it migrates from 

continent to continent. 

 

Scientists found that populations of this dragonfly, called Pantala flavescens, in 

locations as far apart as Texas, eastern Canada, Japan, Korea, India, and South 

America, have genetic profiles so similar that there’s only one likely explanation.  

Apparently - somehow - these insects are traveling distances that are extraordinarily 

long for their small size, breeding with each other, and creating a common worldwide 

gene pool that would be impossible if they did not intermingle. 

 

But how do insects from different continents manage to meet and hook up? These 

dragonflies have adaptations such as increased surface areas on their wings that 

enable them to use the wind to carry them.  

 

Moisture is a must for Pantala to reproduce, and that is why these insects would be 

driven to even attempt such a perilous trip. While many will die in route, as long as 

enough make it, the species survives.  
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June 22 - Importation of Animals for Zoos 
 

Earlier this year, three American zoos imported a total of eighteen African elephants 

from Swaziland. Due to drastic weather and rainfall swings, thanks to climate change, 

the area where these animals were collected could no longer support that many 

elephants. The veterinarian who went along to bring the animals to the US is a 

colleague I’ve known and worked with for many years, and I know him to be a very 

straight shooter.  His take is that the animals would definitely not have lived another 

year under such conditions. 

 

That said, the purpose and value of importing animals into zoos is to allow zoos to 

continue to exhibit wild animals decades from now, not to release them back into the 

wild like some sort of modern day Noah’s Ark.   

 

Zoos are working to inspire people with wildlife. That’s what we’re for. And we have to 

have animals to do that work. 

 

Accredited zoos also support conservation programs all around the world to help protect 

endangered species, including elephants. 

 

But no, zoos are not going to increase the periodic rate of animal importation from the 

wild. However, in order to keep our zoo populations healthy, sometimes there is a need 

for importation.  
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June 23 - Sloths 
 

Don’t you love sloths? Known for their slow-moving nature, from whence they get their 

name, sloths have very low metabolic rates that keep them from doing much of anything 

for most of the day.  

 

But do these tree-loving mammals also take the slothful approach to the mating game? 

Well, there are six species of living sloths, which are classified as either three-toed 

sloths or two-toed sloths, and live throughout the jungles of Central and South America. 

Despite sharing a name and a similar appearance, the two types of sloths aren’t closely 

related, and actually belong to two different taxonomic families. Three-toed sloths 

exhibit strong polygyny and weak female promiscuity, in which certain males are very 

reproductively successful, mating with many females, and fathering the majority of 

offspring in a population. Two-toed sloths, on the other hand, appear to have weak 

polygyny and strong female promiscuity. 

 

Sloth copulation is rarely witnessed in the wild, but researchers have reported seeing it 

occur with both the male mounting the female from behind, and face-to-face. The act is 

brief -- ending in just a few minutes, so sloths aren’t always as slow and sluggish as 

their name and reputation imply. 
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June 24 – Mosquito Scent 
 

Mosquitos, like most insects, use scent-detecting molecules, known as odorant 

receptors, in their antennae. For mosquitos, these sensors help mosquitos sniff out 

sources of blood. 

 

Now, researchers have discovered mosquitos have the same molecules in their sperm. 

Scientists analyzed the mosquito species Anopheles gambiae, one of the most common 

carriers of malaria.  

 

They found odorant receptors on the whip-like tails of the mosquito’s sperm. These 

molecules help to spur the beating of the tails, and thus help control the movement of 

the sperm. During the process of evolution, successful molecules are often reused after 

they’ve arisen.  

 

The researchers suspect that odorant receptors may have evolved first in the 

reproductive system of insects, and then were adapted to help form the foundation of 

the mosquito’s complex sense of smell. After all, you have to reproduce before you can 

hear.  

 

Female mosquitos live for about a month and mate only once. They store the sperm of 

their mates in special organs. Entomologists think that the sperm may need a chemical 

signal to become ready for fertilization, once the female mosquitos have ingested 

enough blood for egg formation. 
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June 27 – Cheetah Speed 
 

Ever wonder why cheetahs are faster than, say, tigers or rhinos? Physiologists studying 

lizard locomotion have found that running speed peaks in mid-size animals, whose 

bodies hit a sweet spot of long legs and low body mass.  

 

The cheetah is a near-perfect blend of those two attributes. Typically, bigger animals 

tend to run faster than smaller animals because they have longer legs. Longer legs 

allow the animal to cover more ground per stride and hit higher speeds. 

But this only works up to a point. The fastest land animal is neither the biggest nor the 

smallest but something in between. Think about the size of an elephant, a mouse, and a 

cheetah.  

 

To chart the relationship between running speed and body size, scientists studied 

monitor lizards, which vary substantially in size. Testing within a single species helped 

control for other variables, such as evolutionary adaptations that might make one 

species purposely slower. They looked at how the mechanics of the stride changed with 

body size, and found that above a certain size, lizards were changing the way they ran 

due to a decreased ability of the bones and muscles to support a larger body mass. 
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June 28 – Dolphin Sleep 
 

Have you ever wondered how dolphins sleep in the ocean? Well, for humans and other 

land animals, sleep involves partial or total unconsciousness: the inactivation of all 

voluntary muscles – those that are consciously-controlled – and the suspension of 

senses, such as vision and smell.  

 

But the same thing is not true for dolphins and other whales. Instead, these animals 

undergo an unusual for of sleep called “uni-hemispheric slow-wave sleep.” When it’s 

time to rest, a dolphin will shut down only one hemisphere of its brain, and close the 

opposite eye. The left eye will be closed when the right half of the brain sleeps, and 

vice-versa.  

 

During this time, the other half of the brain monitors what’s going on in the environment 

and controls breathing functions. Sometimes dolphins will float motionless at the surface 

of the water during sleep, while other times they may swim slowly. 

 

Within a 24-hour period, each half of a dolphin’s brain gets about four hours’ sleep. In 

case you’re wondering why they sleep like this, dolphins would likely drown if they didn’t 

keep half of their brain active, because their breathing is always consciously controlled. 
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June 29 – Early Oxygen 
 

Today’s climate change doesn’t hold a candle to the chemical warfare waged on Earth 

more than two billion years ago. Before plants developed the power of photosynthesis, 

single-celled life survived on chemicals, not sunlight.  

 

Burning through hydrogen, methane, and sulfur, among other yummy compounds, 

these anaerobes that live without oxygen, were poisoned when blue-green algae called 

cyanobacteria evolved photosynthesis and started exhaling oxygen. The highly-reactive 

gas combines with metals and proteins in anaerobic cells, killing them.  

 

But cyanobacteria thrived, turning sunlight into sugar and excreting oxygen as waste. 

Fossil evidence shows that oxygen levels suddenly rose, starting 2.5 billion years ago, 

in a spike called the Great Oxidation Event. The jump was long held up as evidence of 

when cyanobacteria evolved photosynthesis. But a recent study joins a growing body of 

data that the earliest sun-lovers appeared long before this oxygen spike. Many 

researchers now think the first photosynthetic organisms lived on Earth three billion 

years ago. 
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June 30 – Why Cats Have Whiskers 
 

Men might grow a beard or maintain a mustache just for extra style points, but the facial 

hair of the cat has nothing to do with fashion. A cat’s whiskers, or vibrissae, are a well-

honed sensory tool that helps a cat see in the dark and steer clear of hungry predators. 

Whiskers are highly-sensitive tactile hairs that grow in patterns on a cat’s muzzle, as 

well as above its eyes and elsewhere on the body like its ears, jaws, or forelegs. At the 

root of each of these long, stiff hairs is a follicle loaded with nerves.  

 

By brushing its whiskers against an object, a cat can detect the precise location, size 

and texture of the object, even in the dark. This feature proves particularly useful for a 

cat trying to gauge whether it can fit into a tight space. Whiskers also detect changes in 

air currents, helping cats detect approaching dangers.  

 

Of course, cats aren’t the only mammals with whiskers. Most mammalian species, 

including some primates, are equipped with these extra sensory receptors. Biologists 

think mammals developed whiskers because they needed help sensing their 

environment at night. 


