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Sailing Spiders 

I don’t know if you’ve ever witnessed spiders flying through the air, but it’s pretty wild 

since of course, arachnids lack wings.  The process is called “ballooning” and is done 

while attached to a silken thread of spider web.  Ballooning serves as a way for spiders 

to establish webs that span what seem like impossible to get to spots. 

When ballooning, spiders typically climb to a high point and shoot out a long strand of 

silk, which catches a breeze and hoists the silk (and the spider) into the air. 

But unlike a person riding in a hot air balloon, a ballooning spider has no control over 

the route it takes or the spot where it touches down. And sometimes, it lands right on 

top of a body of water.  

Fascinatingly, most of the spiders do not drown.  Scientists have discovered that many 

spider species have "water-resistant legs" that allowed them to get wet without sinking 

below the watery surface.  

Some even “sail” across the water by raising their legs up like sails and gliding to the 

shore.  

Of course, there are tens of thousands of spider species and not all of them can ballon 

or sail.  That is restricted to the lightly built web weavers.  If a gigantic desert tarantula 

or one of the tropical bird eating spiders fell in the water it would just splash. 

http://www.livescience.com/50856-spider-rain-explained.html
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Polar Bear Ice 

In 2008, polar bears were listed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act specifically 

because of the projected effects of climate change on their habitat.  

As an ice-dependent Arctic species, polar bears are especially vulnerable to changes in 

sea ice. 

Polar bears use sea ice as a platform for hunting seals, the bears' primary prey, and 

when sea ice disappears in the summer, the bears must retreat to land away from those 

hunting areas.  

Today’s longer, ice-free periods mean that during the summer, polar bears will have to 

rely on their stores of fat. They may find a few things on land to eat such as believe it or 

not, bird’s eggs, but as animals that have a huge energy requirement, there is not nearly 

enough for them to eat ashore.  That is because they depend on the fatty, high-calorie 

marine mammals that also live on the sea ice. Polar bears are good at feasting while 

there's food, and fasting while there's not, but their fat reserves can only last so long.  

And on top of all that, now there is a push for offshore oil and gas development across 

the Arctic Ocean.  

The potential for spills from offshore oil and gas development is concerning. Oil spills 

can travel for miles in harsh Arctic waters, fouling key polar bear habitat, harming polar 

bear prey and stressing the entire Arctic food chain.  

http://www.livescience.com/50197-arctic-sea-ice-record-low.html
http://www.livescience.com/50197-arctic-sea-ice-record-low.html
http://www.livescience.com/51454-climate-action-is-only-way-to-save-polar-bear.html
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Seabird Olfactory Ability 

This bird news blew me away.  You may know that most birds, save vultures, have long 

been believed to not have much of a sense of smell.  They save their nerve capacity for 

their eyes since they are moving quickly and looking at things from afar. 

However, new research has determined that many coastal seabirds in fact use their 

olfactory system to find their way back to their nesting grounds. 

In fact, in their studies, only one species called Cory's shearwaters could find their way 

home after researchers impaired the birds' sense of smell. 

To learn more scientists attached GPS tags to seabirds so they could follow their flight 

patterns and learned that the animals were clearly responding to specific smells from 

their breeding grounds. 

And this is wild!  The scientists wanted to make sure that the birds were not using 

magnetic fields to navigate back to their homes, so they attached actual magnets to 

their heads to sort of ‘jam’ that system.  Once they determined that the birds were not 

using visual cues, sounds, or magnetic fields to navigate, they were able to determine 

that it was primarily smell that drew them home. 

Since that time the researchers have expanded their study and found that the seabirds 

also use smell in every day efforts including finding food and searching for potential 

mates. 
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Crazy Mating Strategy 

I don’t know if you are familiar with an animal called the antechinus.  They are a small 

prickly mammal that looks like the tenrecs of Madagascar.  Currently there are15 known 

antechinus species living in the forests and woodlands of Australia and New Guinea. 

Antechinuses breed during the Australian winter, when their food — small vertebrates 

and invertebrates — is scarce. This timing ensures their babies will be born in the 

spring, when food is bountiful. 

Interestingly, males stop producing sperm before the mating season begins.  However, 

they have surging testosterone levels that tend to make them very aggressive. 

Both male and female antechinuses are promiscuous, and will try to mate with 

numerous partners throughout the breeding period. However, to increase their chances 

of fathering offspring, males will mate with females for as long as possible. 

Anetchinuses will mate continuously for the entire breeding period, which lasts, on 

average, about two weeks. This activity takes a toll on the male's body. 

The sustained high levels of testosterone stop the production of cortisol from being 

turned off, allowing males to burn more sugar.  It frees them from the need to feed as 

often, but the downside is that cortisol in sustained levels is poisonous. 

It's rare for a male to survive the breeding period. 

http://www.livescience.com/51059-new-marsupials-antechinus.html
http://www.livescience.com/51059-new-marsupials-antechinus.html
http://www.livescience.com/40229-marsupials-mate-to-death.html
http://www.livescience.com/38963-testosterone.html
http://www.livescience.com/4281-swinger-marsupials-produce-healthier-offspring.html
http://www.livescience.com/51371-animal-sex-antechinus.html
http://www.livescience.com/43620-new-species-marsupial-antechinus.html
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Cryptic Poop Camouflage 

Mimicry in nature is fairly common.  Non venomous snakes like the scarlet king snake 

mimic dangerous ones like the coral snake to keep from being attacked.  Viceroy 

butterflies mimic the distasteful monarch for the same reason.  And curling up to look 

like a pile of poop might not sound appealing, but it's a useful strategy that some 

species of caterpillars use to hide from hungry birds. 

Most bird dropping caterpillars have white splotches on them (as does bird poo), and 

they typically strike a bent pose, looking more like a plop than giving a long, thin 

silhouette that would leave them looking caterpillar like. 

The bird-poop disguise is a type of camouflage called "masquerade," a defense that 

helps animals look like inedible objects, such as twigs, stones or bird droppings.  But 

why bird droppings? 

Well, of the many things that birds like to eat, bird poop is at the bottom of the list, which 

tasty, juicy caterpillars are pretty much on the top.  So, masquerading as bird poop is so 

advantageous that it isn't limited to just a few species.  Swallowtail butterfly caterpillars 

masquerade as bird droppings, and a number of orb weaving spiders have also figured 

out the bird-poop camouflage trick. 

Of course with a predator like a spider there are more than one reason for the 

masquerade.  Sure, they are small and want to avoid getting nabbed by a bird.  But the 

spiders eat flying insects, and nothing attracts flies, knats, and other small insects like 

poop! 

http://www.livescience.com/51316-caterpillar-bird-poop.html
http://www.livescience.com/51316-caterpillar-bird-poop.html
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Venomous Frogs 

In the wilds of Brazil, researchers have discovered frogs with venomous spikes on their 

heads. 

Although scientists have long known of poisonous frogs like the colorful poison dart 

frogs, these are the first venomous frogs — that is, they not only secrete poison, but are 

armed with weapons that can deliver this poison into victims. 

Now scientists have discovered — the hard way — two species of Brazilian frog that are 

venomous. A researcher injured his hand on bony spines on the head of the 

frog Corythomantis greeningi, which lives in savannas in eastern Brazil 

The result?  Intense pain, radiating up the arm, lasting for five hours. 

The research team's calculations suggest that a single gram of the venom from one of 

these frogs could kill more than 300,000 mice, or about 80 humans.  In comparison, the 

venom of the deadly Brazilian Bothrops pit vipers is 25 times less dangerous. 

The frogs are armed with bony spines on their noses, jaws and the backs of their heads. 

The frogs have unusually flexible necks for frogs, and when grabbed, they release 

venom from the skin glands around their spines and flex their heads, jabbing and 

rubbing their spines into whatever grabbed them 

Although scientists have known about these two species of frog for many decades, they 

always wondered why they have no predators. 

http://www.livescience.com/32062-cute-and-colorful-frogs.html
http://www.livescience.com/43641-copperhead-snake.html
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Why Cats Have Vertical Pupils 

Have you ever wondered why cat eyes look different from other animals?   

Well, vertical-slit pupils like cats have are most common among nocturnal predators that 

ambush their prey.  And this pupil shape provides the sharpest way to gauge distance 

for a prey-snatching leap. 

There are two ways to gauge depth without moving. In one method, stereopsis, the 

brain compares the distance between the two images returned by each eye to gauge 

depth. 

The other method, blur, takes advantage of the fuzziness of objects behind and in front 

of the spot on which you're focusing. 

As it turns out, the side-to-side displacement used in stereopsis is easier to gauge using 

vertical lines and contours than it is with horizontal ones. So, the vertical pupil provides 

the best view for stereopsis. 

To judge horizontal distances, though, cats and other slit-pupil predators likely use blur.  

To maximize blur, the pupil must open wide. And to maximize blur for horizontal lines, 

the pupil must open wide from top to bottom. In other words, the ideal shape is narrow 

horizontally and wide vertically — precisely the arrangement of a cat's eye. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/40459-what-do-cats-see.html
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Pupils for prey 

OK, people are diurnal predators, like wolves and baboons, so our round eye pupils and 

binocular vision are key to our ability to grab prey. 

But what’s up with the horizontal pupils of many hoofed animals? 

Well, a horizontal pupil minimizes input from above and below, and maximizes input 

from the front and back of an animal, creating a panoramic view. Plus, most of these 

prey animals have eyes on the sides of their heads, further improving that view. 

Even more interesting, Banks said, was the discovery that these pupils also minimize 

the blur of horizontal contours, creating a sharper image of the ground and upcoming 

terrain. That's pretty important for an animal that might need to drop everything and run 

if a mountain lion pounces — especially an animal with its eyes on the side of its head. 

Now, if you’re wondering just how a prey animal keeps their head level enough to stay 

in line with the horizon while running for their lives and also when bent over grazing, 

naturally there is a way. 

First off, species like sheep, zebra, and antelope all have the ability to rotate their eyes 

— one clockwise and one counterclockwise — to keep their pupils in line with the 

horizon when grazing. 

And of course, there is safety in numbers with herd animals, so as long as somebody is 

vigilant, everybody has a good chance of an early warning. 
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Killer Salamander Fungus 

Oh boy, do we have a mess on our hands now!  Each year, thousands of live 

salamanders arrive in shipments on U.S. shores. 

And this puts us at risk of spreading of a deadly fungus that kills almost every 

salamander it infects. Batrachochytrium salamandrivorans, also known as Bsal, is a 

chytrid fungus, and a close relative of a frog fungus that is threatening species 

worldwide. 

Bsal was first discovered in 2013 after fire salamanders in the Netherlands began dying 

in droves. Since then, the fungus has appeared in Belgium. Bsal originated in Asia, and 

spreads via the pet trade. 

It's that trade that puts North America at risk, researchers report today (July 30) in the 

journal Science. The continent is the global center for salamander diversity; 48 percent 

of all known salamander species live in North and Central America. Among these 

species are those most vulnerable to Bsal. 

Because amphibians absorb water through their skin, the infection causes dehydration, 

electrolyte imbalance and eventual cardiac arrest. 

The fungus is widespread in Asia, where amphibians don't appear susceptible to the 

infection's effects. But when salamander populations that didn't evolve alongside the 

fungus are exposed for the first time, the results are catastrophic. In Europe, the fatality 

rate among infected salamanders is about 96 percent. 

http://www.livescience.com/41932-deadly-fungus-killing-frogs-in-andes.html
http://www.livescience.com/41932-deadly-fungus-killing-frogs-in-andes.html
http://www.livescience.com/39422-salamanders-deadly-fungus.html
http://www.sciencemag.org/lookup/doi/10.1126/science.aab1052
http://www.livescience.com/48539-new-disease-threatens-salamanders.html
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Butterfly Mating 

Butterflies are known and loved the world over. But when it comes to mating, are these 

insects as nurturing and gentle as they appear to be. 

Well, male butterflies have two main modes to find females. There are perchers and 

patrollers.  Some males sit on a twig and wait for a female to flutter by.  Others take to 

the air in search of romance.  In both cases, this initial search is visual. 

Butterflies then use scent cues — pheromones — to make positive identifications once 

they get in close. And if a male catches another male in his territory, he most often will 

chase it to drive it away. 

Now, as for lepidopteran courtship, naturally it varies tremendously by species.  Some 

have elaborate flight patterns to attract their mate. 

But male monarch butterflies will sometimes conduct aerial takedowns, grabbing 

females out of the air and mating with them on the ground.  

Why on the ground”  Well, copulation occurs with the adults facing opposite directions 

and their abdomens touching so it would be tough to stay aloft. The male will grasp the 

female's abdomen with a pincerlike organ called a clasper, and only release her after 

mating. 

http://aesa.oxfordjournals.org/content/68/1/143
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How Snakes Lost Their Legs 

Snakes, of course, are famous for not having legs. One advantage is that helps the 

predators sneak into holes to catch the animals living there.  But snakes evolved from 

four legged lizards. 

To date, the oldest snake fossil ever found still sproting legs is a 120-million-year-old 

fossil of Tetrapodophis amplectus (literally, four-legged snake). However, herpetologists 

think Tetrapodophis didn't use its feet for walking. Instead, the appendages may have 

helped hold onto a partner while mating, or even grip unruly prey.   

Previous research has detailed two-legged snake fossils, but this is the first known 

snake ancestor to sport four legs, he said. It likely evolved from terrestrial-burrowing 

creatures, and was a transitional animal that lived during the shift from ancient lizards to 

modern-day snakes. 

Until this fossil was discovered nobody had ever seen a snake before with four legs. 

The researchers found several indications that the fossil is, in fact, a transitional snake. 

Unlike lizards and crocodiles, Tetrapodophis has faint impressions of a single row of 

belly scales, a signature still seen on snakes today. 

Tetrapodophis and other ancient snakes hail from Gondwana, the ancient 

supercontinent that covered the Southern Hemisphere.  So it does look as though 

snake evolution began in the southern continents. 

http://www.livescience.com/50902-snake-ancestor-had-ankles-toes.html
http://www.livescience.com/1779-greatest-mysteries-transitional-animals.html
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Big Game Hunting? 

Of late there has been a great deal of discussion about the pros and cons of big game 

hunting.  Advocates say that the exorbitant fees charged to hunt large mammals in 

Africa help provide funding for protected areas, as well a jobs for all involved.  And of 

course, many people feel big game hunting is cruel and should be relegated to the past. 

The truth is somewhere in the middle.  While I’m not going to go after a cape buffalo or 

eland antelope, if the hunting industry is managed properly, it can indeed raise big 

bucks to keep wild areas open.  Just as duck hunting  and groups like Ducks Unlimited 

do here in North America. 

The rub is when hunters kill top predators such as lions, or endangered species, 

including elephants and rhinos.  That is beyond the pale for many people. 

On a larger scale though, legal hunting is not why these big mammals are disappearing.  

The big challenge for wildlife and wild areas is fences and fragmentation of habitat.  As 

land gets subdivided, areas are literally fenced off from wild game, and the predators 

that hunt them. 

Take African lions for instance.  When I first visited East Africa in 1983 lions seemed to 

be everywhere.  Today they are decreasing in number year by year, with approximately 

20,000 remaining in the wild. 

And today, humans are everywhere.  There are 2 ½ times as many people living in East 

Africa today than there were just 30 years ago. 
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Northern Giant Mouse Lemur 

The northern giant mouse lemur was recently discovered in Madagascar, and it ends up 

it has the largest testicles per body weight of any primate. 

In fact, if the northern giant mouse lemur were the size of a human, its testes would be 

as big as grapefruits.  For perspective, their testes are almost as large as a human’s, at 

1/200 the body size! 

The species was first described by science in 2005, and since these 11 ounce lemurs 

are active only at night, studying them is quite a challenge. 

In primates, the size of the testes depends on an animal's mating strategy. Mostly 

monogamous animals tend to have small testes for their body size. Gorillas fit this 

profile. Primates with a polyamorous bent have larger testicles, reflecting their need for 

more sperm to outcompete other males in the mating game. 

What's more, the little lemurs also showed odd mating patterns. Unlike most other lemur 

species, the giant mouse lemurs seem to mate year-round.  Researchers have 

observed numerous males living in the same territory, which is unusual, since it would 

most often lead to conflict.  But in the case of the rare and elusive northern mouse 

lemur, the competition is at the reproductive level, not with actually fighting among 

males. 

Hence the need for increased sperm production and therefore, larger testicles. 

http://www.livescience.com/topics/animal-sex/
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Walruses!  

Walruses are the gentle giants of the Arctic. They are among the largest pinnipeds — or 

members of the seal family. However, while they have an intimidating size, and are 

carnivores, these animals are not aggressive. 

Walruses are famous for their meter long tusks, which are their canine teeth.  They use 

their tusks to break through ice, and to assist in climbing out of the water and onto the 

ice. And like other large mammals use their horns, walruses use their tusks to establish 

dominance among other walruses. 

Walruses are faster than they look, sometimes reaching peak speeds of 30 kph. 

Walruses are very fat, but for good reason. Their blubber keeps them warm in frigid 

waters.  Walruses are carnivores, but they aren't ferocious hunters. The walrus' favorite 

food is shellfish. They dive underwater and use their whiskers to detect the shellfish in 

the dark waters of the ocean. And they have been known to eat up to 4,000 clams in 

one feeding.  

After a gestation of 15 to 16 months, the female will give birth to a single calf. As soon 

as the calf is born, it can swim. It will swim along with its mother for the first three years 

of its life. Then, at 3 years old, the male calves will go off to live with the male herd. At 

15, the male will start to mate. Females will mate as soon they reach 5 years old. 

Walruses can live up to 40 years. 

 

http://www.livescience.com/27442-walrus-facts.html
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Tree Communities 

No tree is an island, and no place is this truer than the forest. Hidden beneath the soil of 

the forest understory is a labyrinth of fungal connections between tree roots that 

scientists call the mycorrhizal network. Others have called it the wood-wide web. 

Mycorrhizal fungi like Rhizopogon partner with plant roots because each gets something 

out of it. The fungus infiltrates the plants’ roots. But it does not attack — far from it. The 

plant makes and delivers food to the fungus; the fungus, in turn, dramatically increases 

the plant’s water and mineral absorptive powers via its vast network of filaments. They 

provide far more surface area for absorption than the meager supply of short root hairs 

the tree could grow alone. What has not been appreciated until relatively recently is 

both how complex mycorrhizal fungal networks can be and that they can also act as 

conduits between trees.  

It’s long been known that plants can communicate with unrelated species through the 

air; plants getting chomped by herbivores release volatile chemicals that are sensed by 

neighboring plants, who up their defenses pro-actively just in case. But communicating 

— and even sharing resources amazes me 

On the face of it, it appears as if old trees are acting altruistically (without expectation of 

return) to help neighbors of a completely different species in light of their own probable 

demise. Even without the altruism, that trees as widely unrelated as douglas-fir and 

ponderosa pine can transfer resources to each other for any reason through fungi from 

a completely different kingdom is remarkable. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mycorrhizal_network
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1469-8137.2009.03069.x/full
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Ivory Illegally Sold Online 

From kitschy trinkets to carved tusks, thousands of objects — possibly worth more than 

$15 million a year — are being sold on Craigslist in the United States. 

San Francisco and Los Angeles had the highest numbers of ivory products for sale of 

any geographic area. 

The United States abides by an international CITES treaty that bans ivory imports 

beginning more than 20 years ago. But domestic ivory markets continue to thrive and 

provide a convenient cover for smuggled ivory products. However, last year, the Obama 

administration proposed a near-complete ban on the commercial ivory trade in the 

United States, with exceptions for antiquities. 

Many buyers may not realize that ivory objects they can pick up on the Internet could 

have been sourced from the tusks of one of the estimated 96 elephants illegally killed in 

Africa each day. 

At the urging of conservationists, Craigslist has explicitly included ivory products on its 

index of banned items.  This is a step in the right direction, but they need to do more to 

actively enforce this policy and eliminate ivory sales from their site altogether. 

This serves as a reminder to all consumers that even though the preponderance of 

poached ivory goes to the Chinese market, all of us need to be aware of what we buy 

because a simple choice may in fact be killing elephants. 

http://www.livescience.com/37882-elephant-tusks-ivory-radiation-age.html
http://www.livescience.com/50701-elephant-ivory-market-craigslist.html
http://www.fws.gov/international/travel-and-trade/ivory-ban-questions-and-answers.html
http://www.livescience.com/43134-drones-track-elephant-rhino-poachers.html
http://www.craigslist.org/about/prohibited


 
     90 Second Naturalist – September 2015 Scripts 
 
 

©2015 Cincinnati Public Radio & Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Bat Wings 

If you’ve ever sat out on a summer evening, you know that bats can flutter, hover, dive-

bomb and change directions midair with tremendous agility. They owe part of their 

incredible nocturnal navigation to echolocation, of course. But new research highlights 

another, underappreciated source of a bat's amazing abilities: the wing. 

Bat wings sport a unique touch-receptor design. Tiny sensory cells associated with fine 

hairs on the bat wing enable the animals to change the shape of their wings in a split 

second, granting them impressive midair maneuverability. 

To study this scientists recording how the absence of these hairs influenced flight. After 

rendering bat wings temporarily hairless with an over-the-counter depilatory cream, 

researchers measured the bats' flight behaviors. The scientists found that without wing 

hair, bats did not slow as quickly when they approached objects. Their midair turns were 

also less tight. Neurological studies revealed that bat brain cells responded when the 

hairs were stimulated with air puffs or light touch. 

The scientists were able to identify sensory cells, called Merkel cells, which are 

dedicated to fine touch in the bat wing. These Merkel cells were closely associated with 

the fine hairs of the wing; some 47 percent of wing hairs had a Merkel cell next door to 

the follicle. 

The hairs serve as a lever, and when they move, that activates the receptor.  Other 

sensory cells, called lanceolate endings, were also found near hairs. Together these 

cells provide bats with immediate information about airflow over the wing. 

http://www.livescience.com/50684-bat-wings-harbor-special-sensory-cells.html
http://www.livescience.com/28603-bat-wings-biomimetics-nsf-ria.html
http://www.livescience.com/40852-flying-foxes-studied-for-first-time.html
http://www.livescience.com/15378-vampire-bats-blood-heat-sensing-organs.html
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Manatees 

Everybody loves manatees! 

But did you know there are three species of manatee: the Amazonian manatee,  the 

West Indian manatee, and the African manatee.  Their names indicate the regions in 

which they live. Typically, manatees stay in rivers, seas and oceans along the coast of 

several countries. The African manatee lives along the coast and in the rivers of 

western Africa. The Amazon manatee lives in the Amazon River's drainage, from the 

headwaters in Colombia, Peru and Ecuador to the mouth of the Amazon in Brazil. Their 

range is estimated to be around 2.7 million square miles (7 million square kilometers), 

according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  The West 

Indian manatee lives in and around Florida and parts of the Caribbean. 

Manatees evolved from four-legged land mammals more than 60 million years ago. 

Except for the Amazonian manatee, their paddlelike flippers have vestigial toenails — a 

remnant of the claws they had when they lived on land. The Amazon species name 

"inunguis" is Latin for "without nails." 

Manatees' only teeth are called marching molars. Throughout a manatee's life, the 

molars are constantly replaced — an adaption to their diet of abrasive vegetation. 

An animal that is similar to the manatee is the dugong. Dugongs are also in the order Sirenia, but 

they are in a different family. These manatee cousins are found in the Indian and Pacific oceans 

and they have a notch in their tails. 

http://www.livescience.com/27405-manatees.html
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/22102/0
http://www.livescience.com/18945-ancient-sea-manatee-species.html
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Snake Ancestors 

Even though more than 3,400 snake species currently live on Earth in all sorts of 

habitats, little is known about where and when they first developed. 

Scientists have determined that millions of years ago, the common ancestor of all living 

snakes — a long creature with tiny hind limbs as well as ankles and toes — could be 

found slithering over the damp soil of forests in search of soft-bodied prey. 

In the first comprehensive reconstruction of ancestral snakes, researchers analyzed the 

fossils, DNA and anatomy of 73 species of snake and lizard. 

Their findings suggest that the most recent common ancestor of snakes was likely 

nocturnal, evolved on land and lived in the warm, damp forests of the Southern 

Hemisphere about 128 million years ago. 

The ancestor of all snakes followed about 20 million years later on the supercontinent 

Gondwana, which includes what is now South America, Africa, Antarctica and Australia. 

In fact, the rise of snakes coincided with the Cretaceous Terrestrial Revolution, when 

there was thought to be an intense diversification of animals, including insects, reptiles 

and mammals. 

But what happened to their legs?  Well, all snakes are predators, and their #1 strategy 

for capturing prey, as well as finding living quarters, is slithering in and out of holes.  So 

legs just got in the way. 

http://www.livescience.com/50902-snake-ancestor-had-ankles-toes.html
http://www.livescience.com/49582-oldest-snake-fossils-identified.html
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Mosquito Legs 

Small semi-aqueous arthropods, such as mosquitoes and water striders, are free to go 

about their waterborne business thanks to their unique leg-based adaptations, which 

repel water and allow them to float freely on the surface. By examining the forces that 

the segments of mosquito legs generate against a water surface, scientists have 

unraveled the mechanical logic that allows the mosquitoes to walk on water. 

Mosquitoes land on still bodies of water to lay their eggs just under the surface, where 

the embryos will hatch and develop into a pupa, eventually emerging from the water as 

a mature adult to continue the cycle. 

A mosquito leg consists of three segments coated in grid-like, microscopic hydrophobic 

scales: a stiff femur juts out from the insect's abdomen and connects at a joint to an 

equally stiff tibia, which branches into a long, flexible tarsus.  

And scientists found that the insect's ability to float on water -- generating an upward 

force of twenty times its own body weight with its six legs -- is owed entirely to the 

tarsus's buoyant horizontal contact with the surface. 

By reducing the total surface area of the leg in contact with water, the adhesive force of 

the water on the insect is greatly reduced, which assists in takeoff. 

The structural ability of the tarsus to achieve such a large supporting force per unit 

length, however, remains an ongoing research endeavor. 
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Warm-blooded Fish! 

The car-tire-size opah is striking enough thanks to its rotund, silver body. But now, 

researchers have discovered something surprising about this deep-sea dweller: It's got 

warm blood. 

That makes the opah the first warm-blooded fish ever discovered. Most fish are 

ectotherms, meaning they require heat from the environment to stay toasty. The opah, 

as an endotherm, keeps its own temperature elevated even as it dives to chilly depths 

of 400 meters in oceans around the world.  

Increased temperature speeds up physiological processes within the body.  As a result, 

the muscles can contract faster, the temporal resolution of the eye is increased, and 

neurological transmissions are sped up. This results in faster swimming speeds, better 

vision and faster response times. 

The result is a fast-swimming fish with an advantage for hunting slow, cold-blooded 

prey.  

The opah appears to produce the majority of its heat by constantly flapping its pectoral 

fins which are used in continuous swimming. 

The blood vessels in their gill tissue are set up so that the vessels carrying cool, 

oxygenated blood from the gills to the body are in contact with the vessels carrying 

warm, deoxygenated blood from the body to the gills. As a result, the outgoing blood 

warms up the incoming blood, a process called counter-current heat exchange. 

http://www.livescience.com/50839-first-warm-blooded-fish-found.html
http://www.livescience.com/40459-what-do-cats-see.html
http://www.livescience.com/40459-what-do-cats-see.html
http://www.livescience.com/39925-circulatory-system-facts-surprising.html
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Orangutan Vocalizations 

When danger lurks, orangutans warn their kin with vocalizations and new research 

shows that the animals sometimes cup their hands around their muzzles, making these 

call louder and deeper. 

The finding suggests that orangutans know how to change their sounds by using 

another part of their body, a behavior once thought to be unique to people.  It could be 

that the animals are trying to make themselves sound larger and scarier when predators 

are near. 

"Orangutans are the only known primate besides humans to modify and enhance sound 

production through external manipulation. 

Researchers are used to hearing such alarm calls — sometimes called a "kiss-squeak 

call" — as they walk through the rainforests of Sumatra and Borneo to study 

orangutans.  

Orangutans are the least social of the apes, so it’s thought that they are actually 

communicating with leopards and other predators. The calls are the orangutans' way of 

telling predators, "Don't try to sneak up on me because I've already caught you.” 

The orangutans produce a lower pitch call when they cup their hands in front of their 

mouths, which makes themselves seem larger than they actually are. 

 

 

http://www.livescience.com/5616-orangutans-musical-instrument.html

