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Spring Awakening: Searching for Salamanders and Frogs

Bernie Solymár, President, Norfolk Field Naturalists

Every April the Norfolk Field Naturalists, in partnership with the Long Point Region Conservation Authority, offer an Amazing Amphibians hike in Backus Woods.  The event starts with a short PowerPoint presentation on frogs and salamanders that might be encountered in the woods – accompanied by sound bytes of frog song for each species. Then participants head into the woods to listen for and identify frog species, and look for salamanders under logs.
This year’s hike was held on Saturday, April 16th. After a rainy, windy day the skies cleared about an hour before the event, and the wind died down long enough to have a nice walk in Backus Woods. About 30 people, including lots of youngsters, attended. Due to the cool evening temperatures frogs were not calling – except for an odd Chorus Frog. Its song sounds very much like running your thumb over the teeth of a comb. Other frogs that were calling several days earlier but were silent on Saturday night are Spring Peepers (“peep, peep”) and Wood Frogs (sound like a duck quacking). When you think about the fact that these 3 frog species overwinter under leaf litter and logs, and their bodies actually freeze solid, it’s amazing to think that they become active in the spring and start calling before all the ice is even off the woodland ponds!

Although frogs were scarce, it was a very fruitful evening for finding salamanders – including Yellow Spotted, Blue Spotted/Jefferson Salamanders, Red Backed Salamanders and even an Eastern Newt – which is quite rare in Backus Woods! Naturalist Steve Wilcox also found Yellow-spotted and Jefferson egg masses which were a hit, especially with the kids in attendance.
Like frogs, salamanders become active very early in the spring, well before even the first hardy hepaticas, trout lilies and trilliums emerge from the soil. For species like Yellow Spotted, Blue Spotted and Jefferson Salamanders (collectively known as mole salamanders) a warm couple of days and some rain will draw them from their underground burrows to the surface. From there they proceed en masse to nearby pools, where they frantically mate in large tangles of swirling salamander bodies. For those that have gone out in the middle of the night with strong flash lights it is an amazing sight to behold. When re-visiting the ponds 2 to 3 days later there is no evidence of any salamanders (they’ve all returned to the woods), but on underwater twigs and branches there are masses upon masses of salamander eggs contained in special jelly-like coverings. Depending on temperature these will hatch in 2 to 3 weeks into aquatic “larvae” with gills. These larvae feed on insects, worms and copepods for several months before leaving the water as adults in late summer, now with fully developed lungs.

After spending an hour in the woods, and with darkness approaching (and some rapidly tiring children), a satisfied group made their way back to their cars. Those last to leave were treated to the sounds of American Woodcocks (“bbbzzzzpppp”) in the adjacent Charles Sauriol Tract. What a great finish to a great evening!
