|

VO L . 2 0 N O. 4

H

ER

HOIC
S’ C
E

SM

A
W

D

TE

AR

AC

N ATG E O.O RG/ E X P LO R E R M AG

E

TRAILBLAZER

Platypus
Newfoundland Wildlife 2
Iguazú Falls 16

8

R

2019

NI

NG MAG
®

I

N

L

A

E

FOR THE
CLASSROOM
AZ

Wildlife and Wild Places
LIFE SCIE N C E

As you read, think about
how animals interact
with their environment.

by Justine Ammendolia
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Newfoundland
Wildlife
Tales from the Sea, Sky, and Land
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Let’s get one thing straight: I know
NORTH
that caribou do not live in the ocean.
AMERICA
I’m a marine biologist. I study ocean
LABRADOR
animals. I live on an island called
Newfoundland in eastern Canada.
QUÉBEC
My research takes place in the North
ATLANTIC
Port
au
Choix
Atlantic Ocean. Of course, there
OCEAN
are no caribou in the ocean. But, I
Gros Morne
Fogo Island
Mountain
can explain why I’m talking about
caribou. Here’s what happened.
NEWFOUNDLAND
I was visiting the Port au Choix
lighthouse. As I walked around the
lighthouse, I nearly ran into a small
Gull
Island
herd of caribou. They were grazing on
100 miles Cape St. Mary’s
the lighthouse grounds. I geeked out!
100 kilometers
Caribou are hard to see in the wild.
They avoid people. To see so many of
There was no way I was going to
them was a big deal.
miss this. I dropped to the ground. I
inched forward on my stomach. My
heart was racing. I got my camera and
took as many photos as I could. Soon
the caribou sensed me and moved off.
Yes, I’m a marine biologist. But on
this island, I see animals from the sea,
sky, and land. Let me tell you about a
few of them.
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The waters around Newfoundland
are full of anemones and other life.

The Sea

Sea Snacks

It’s the sea creatures that I know the
best. The North Atlantic is very cold.
Its waters can get rough. Yet, many
animals call these waters home.
Sea anemones live on the seafloor.
These invertebrates have squishy
bodies. They glue themselves to rocks
to stay in place. Their long tentacles
sting and grab passing prey.

While the anemones hold fast to
rocks, tiny, shimmering fish swim
about. They are capelin. They come to
the coasts by the millions. Here, they
put on a show. Thousands “jump”
onto rocky beaches to lay their eggs.
Many species find capelin
delicious. Humpback whales are big
fans. They travel to Newfoundland
in the summer. Food is plentiful here.
They eat a lot so they gain and
store healthy fat (blubber) during
these months.
When the whales come close to the
surface, you can see small, hook-like
fins on their backs. Or, you might
spot a whale’s tail before it dives.
Atlantic cod eat capelin, too.
They have big eyes and a long chin
“whisker” called a barbel. The barbel
helps these fish sense food in
murky waters.

The tail of a humpback whale
sticks out above the water’s surface
as the whale dives.

Trailblazer
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Puffins are a
familiar sight
on Gull island.

Northern gannets
are strong fliers. They
nest on the sides
of cliffs.
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The Sky
I’m not always looking down into the
water. The skies above are filled with
seabirds. Seabirds form colonies of
thousands of birds. Parents first raise
their chicks on land. When the babies
can fly, they fly together to the ocean.
The best-known birds on the island
are Atlantic puffins. They have bright
orange-red bills and feet. Puffins use
them to dig underground burrows.
There, protected from predators, they
raise a single chick.
Puffins are strong fliers and
excellent swimmers. They take to the
sky. Then they dive down into the
water and get their fill of fish.
Another winged visitor is the
northern gannet. It is slender and
shaped like an airplane. It holds out
its wings and glides with the wind.
Special markings around its blue
eyes make it look like it is
wearing makeup.
I’ve traveled to a place called
Cape St. Mary’s to see these fancy
birds. You must travel on long dirt
roads. Then you hike down a long,
steep trail toward the ocean. At
the end of the trail, there’s a cliff
with a steep drop. On the other side
are thousands of gannets nesting in
the open. It’s spectacular!

The Full Picture
Moose
often munch
on native
plants.

The Land
Newfoundland also has its share
of moose. They didn’t come from
here, however. People brought these
animals to the island more than a
hundred years ago.
Moose quickly adapted to this
environment. They graze on grasses
and other plants. Their big appetite is
a problem. As they eat native plants,
they change the plant ecosystem.
It’s something we need to pay
attention to.

Why is it important for a marine
biologist to pay attention to land and
sky creatures? I’ve learned that all of
the living things in an ecosystem rely
on each other. The birds in the sky
need the fish in the ocean to survive.
Land animals need plants and other
animals to eat.
As a scientist, it’s important for
me to observe all aspects of an
ecosystem. Take a look around you.
Think about our world. Then we
can start to see how everything fits
together.

WORDWISE

adapt: to change your behavior
so that it is easier to live
in a particular place
ecosystem: a community of
interacting living and nonliving things
and their environment
invertebrate: an animal that lacks
a backbone
observe: to look at something
or someone carefully in order
to gain information

Newfoundland’s sea, sky, and land
are filled with life!
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With the bill of a duck,
the bones of a lizard,
the feet of a pelican,
the tail of a beaver,
and the coat of an otter,
this egg-laying
mammal is full of surprises.

By Lynn Brunelle

Wildlife and Wild Places
LIFE S C IE N C E

As you read, think about
how the platypus’s physical
characteristics help it survive
in its environment.

Mishmas
8
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The sun peeks through the leaves
on the river’s edge. A worm wriggles
along the murky bottom. It rests
under a pile of pebbles. As the light
fades, the worm is hidden from sight.
Near the riverbank, a web-footed
hunter comes out of its den. It flicks
its powerful tail. It zips through the
water, hunting for food.
Waving its snout, it picks up on the
movements of the worm. It opens its
mouth, scooping up pebbles and the
worm. At the water’s surface, it grinds
them into mush. The hunter swallows
the wormy mush, dribbling stones.
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This predator is a platypus. It is one
of the rarest animals on the planet.
Platypuses have special body features.
The features set them apart from
other mammals. It starts from birth.

Platypus Parenting
It’s early morning on the river. A
platypus uses her webbed front feet to
paddle to the bank. She pulls herself
out of the water. On land, she pulls in
the webbing on her feet. She waddles
to her den. In her burrow, she digs a
new chamber with her claws.
With eyes closed, this platypus dives
underwater. It finds a tasty worm to eat.

Snout first, she enters the chamber.
She kicks soil to seal herself inside.
She lays one egg. Then, another. She
holds them between her body and tail
to keep them warm.
After two weeks, the eggs tear. A
bean-size, pink platypus hatches from
each egg. They are hairless, blind, and
helpless. Still, they inch toward their
mother’s belly, waiting to be fed.
The babies suck the milk from
openings between folds of the
mother’s belly skin. When they can
swim and eat by themselves, they are
ready for life on their own.

ANIMAL HOAX?

The first platypus was sent to England
in 1799. Most scientists thought it was
a fake. They thought someone had sewn
together bits of animals to play a joke.
How could a mammal have a beak, webbed
feet, and lay eggs? How could a bird
have fur and nurse babies? Because the
platypus was so unusual, no one could
believe it was real.
Platypus eggs
are the size of marbles.

Platypuses nurse their young
in burrows.

Trailblazer
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All in the Family

Duck Face

Platypuses are found only in
Australia. They are a part of a group
of egg-laying mammals called
monotremes.
Millions of years ago, there were a
few species of reptile-like mammals.
They had fur and nursed their babies
like mammals. They had bird beaks.
They were shaped like lizards. Like
lizards and birds, they laid eggs. Over
time, most egg-laying mammals
died off. Today, only two remain: the
platypus and the echidna.

What’s the first thing you notice
about the platypus? It has the face
of a duck. Yet, its bill is unlike any
bird beak out there. It’s flexible and
spongy. It has smooth, suede-like
skin. And it helps the platypus feel
its way around under water. How? Its
nerve cells sense pressure, movement,
and electricity.
The bill also has push rods. They
are set in motion by pressure or
touch. Push rods can detect tiny
movements in the water. For example,
they can tell when insect larvae or
shrimps move just inches away.

Platypuses are found
only in Australia.

The sensitive bill
on the platypus
looks like a duck’s bill.

ASIA

AUSTRALIA

U10-01NGS-664173
WG.SEAsia.GlobeLoc.UA.eps
WG Southeast Asia Unit Atlas Globe Locator
Final Proof
5-31-00

platypus range
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Waterproof and Warm
The platypus bill has two more
types of nerve cells. They can pick up
on tiny electrical signals. These are
made by the muscles in the bodies of
their prey. Shrimps and larvae don’t
stand a chance!

Toothless Work-Around
A platypus has no teeth. Yet, that
doesn’t stop it from crunching up its
food. It scoops up its meal along with
pebbles and gravel. Then it grinds it
all together. The gravel helps crush
the food. Then the platypus swallows
the food and spits out the stones.

Being waterproof and warm is
important for survival. Every day,
even in the cold, the platypus goes
diving for food.
The platypus is built for staying
warm in cold water. It is covered in
thick, two-layered fur. Air is trapped
between the layers. This keeps body
heat in and water out.

The platypus’s tail helps it
swim. It also stores fat.

Webbed toes help form
a paddle. This propels the
platypus through the water.

The platypus’s skeleton is similar
to a lizard’s.
Trailblazer
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The platypus may feel
most at home in the water.

The platypus’s feet help it
both on land and in water.

In the Swim
Shaped like a furry football, the
platypus is a skilled swimmer. Its
shape helps it dive deep and slice
through the water quickly. Its front
webbed feet help the platypus paddle.
The back feet are used, with the tail,
for steering and braking.

Transformer Toes
The front feet of a platypus are built
for both water and land. In the water,
extra skin between the toes creates
a paddle. On land, the webbing is
pulled back to use the claws to dig.
14
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front foot

The back feet are remarkable, too.
In water, platypuses use their back
webbed feet to steer and brake. On
land, they use their back claws for
grooming. Male platypuses have
another surprise in their back feet.
Hollow spikes are loaded with a
venom for when they fight others.

Tale of a Tail
Though it looks like a beaver tail, a
platypus tail is not used for paddling.
The tail is a storage tank. It can hold
almost half of the animal’s body fat.

Now See This
A platypus’s eyes have lots of cells to
take in color. Yet, it does not use its
eyes for hunting. Instead, these cells
are used on land to spot predators.
When it dives deep, a platypus
closes its eyes. Since the fur on its
eyelids is light, it looks like its eyes
glow in the dark!
These adaptations have been
shaped over millions of years. This
mishmash mammal is a survival
success story!

Lighter fur on its eyelids
make this platypus’s eyes seem to glow
when closed underwater.

WORDWISE

mammal: an animal that breathes air,
has a backbone, and grows hair;
female mammals have glands that
can produce milk
monotreme: a mammal that lays eggs
and also feeds its babies with milk

Male platypuses have hollow spikes
on their back heels. They are filled
with venom.
Trailblazer
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As you read, think about how
wind and water can change
the shape of the land.
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Travel to South America to experience
one of the natural wonders of the world.
By Libby Romero
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Through the hot and humid rainforest,
I could hear the roar of Devil’s Throat.

I moved forward
to the edge of the
footbridge. Looking
over, I could see the
giant waterfall. Mist
from the water rose
into the air. Soon,
I was soaking wet.
The mighty Iguazú River fell over the
rocky cliff. It was breathtaking.

Great Water
Iguazú Falls got its name from the
Guaraní people. Its name means
“great water.” The amount of water
the river carries over the falls is great.
The Iguazú River flows at a rapid
rate. It is one of the largest waterfalls
in the world. It spans the border of
Argentina and Brazil. During the
rainy season, up to 275 different
waterfalls can form.
18
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Most of the falls are on the
Argentina side of the river. I crossed
the border into Brazil. I raced up the
river in a speedboat. The boat slowed
at the foot of several waterfalls. That
gave me a great view.
It’s hard to appreciate the falls until
you see them yourself. One U.S. first
lady thought they were better than
Niagara Falls in the United States!

ATLANTIC

trail to Devil’s Throat

OCEAN
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ARGENTINA
Iguazú Falls

Brazil
Seen from the air, Devil’s Throat
divides Argentina and Brazil.

Legend of the Falls
Legend tells how the falls came to be.
Long ago, the serpent god M’Boi lived
in the Iguazú River. He was an angry
god. Each year, the people made a
sacrifice to quiet him. They threw a
young woman into the water.
One year, the tribe chose Naipi.
Naipi was in love with the warrior,
Tarobá. She and Tarobá tried to
escape in a canoe.

But, M’Boi saw them. He split
the earth, creating a rocky gorge. It
became Devil’s Throat. He threw
Naipi to one side of the gorge and
changed her into a rock. Tarobá
tried to help her. But, M’Boi pulled
his hands into the earth. There, his
fingers turned into roots. His body
became a tree. And so, Naipi and
Tarobá can meet only over a rainbow.

A rainbow bridges the falls.
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Eruption and Erosion
Science tells a different story. About
130 million years ago Gondwana, the
supercontinent, broke apart. This
caused an enormous volcanic event.
At the time, the area was a giant
desert. Lava poured from volcanoes.
It covered the desert. As it cooled
and hardened, it built up layers
of rock.

Earth’s plates kept moving. The
layers were lifted into a high plateau.
Faults, or cracks, appeared in them.
Water running down the faults
eroded, or wore away, the land. The
Paraná riverbed formed. Later, the
Iguazú River appeared. It fed into
the Paraná. Falls formed at the place
where these two rivers met.
Today, the falls are farther
upstream. This is due to erosion. As
water fell into the river, it weathered
away rock on the bottom. The upper
layers crumbled. Today, the falls look
like a giant staircase.

The Iguazú River empties into the Paraná River. This is
where the borders of Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay
meet. It is known as the Triple Frontier.

BRAZIL
Iguazú
Paraná

PARAGUAY
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Beware of the coatis! They can bite
your hand when they try to grab your food.

black capuchin monkey

toucan

Into the Rainforest
Water is just part of the beauty
around Iguazú Falls. The falls
ecosystem is home to a variety of
species. Plants. Mammals. Birds.
Reptiles. Amphibians. Some species
are found nowhere else in the world.
I saw tall palm trees and
rosewoods. Papaya fruit hung from
small trees.
Blue morpho butterflies fluttered
through the air. I also saw a toucan
in flight and monkeys in the trees. I
got a good view of a young caiman.
And coatis seemed to be everywhere!
I kept an eye out for jaguars. They live
here, too.
Trailblazer
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People and the Falls

Trouble in Paradise

People have lived in this area for
more than 10,000 years. First, the
Kaingang. Then, the Guaraní. In
1541, a Spanish explorer was the first
European to see the falls.
Religious missionaries arrived in
1609. But, the Spanish forced them
to leave in 1767. In the early 1880s,
Westerners returned.
Scientific expeditions led to the
first tourist trip in 1901. Today, there
are two national park sites. Iguazú
Falls is thought of as one of the
“New Seven Wonders of Nature.”

People want to protect the Iguazú
region. Yet, people are its biggest
problem. Poachers come into the
parks illegally. They take trees and
animals. People accidentally injure
or kill animals while driving through
the parks.
Outside the parks, logging and
clearing land for farms is a problem.
When trees disappear, plants and
animals lose their homes. Some
species go extinct. Water sources are
affected, too. Building hydroelectric
dams supplies electricity to the area.
But, the dams also affect the water
level in the river.

eople speak
In Argentina, p
falls are called
Spanish. So the
. In Brazil, they
the Iguazú Falls
ese. So, they
speak Portugu
uaçu Falls.
call them the Ig
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The Itaipu Dam on the Paraná River
is one of the largest hydroelectric
projects in the world.

This view from above shows
part of the spectacular falls.

Jaguars are making a
comeback in the Iguazú region.

Working Together
One challenge in preserving the
region is its location. The falls are
near the borders of three countries.
Each country has its own ideas on
how to manage the land.
Still, they have come together to
create a long-term plan. This includes
more patrols, monitoring species,
education, and research.
Jaguars are a sign that the plan is
working. In the early 2000s, jaguars
had nearly disappeared from this
region. Farmers used to kill jaguars
that killed their livestock. Now
farmers use the land to plant corn.
The number of jaguars has doubled.
People’s efforts to make the parks
better are working. The beautiful falls
are worth seeing. More importantly,
they are worth fighting for.

WORDWISE

erosion: when rocks and sediments
are picked up and moved to another
place by ice, water, wind, or gravity
fault: a crack in Earth’s crust
supercontinent: one of several large
landmasses thought to have divided
in the geological past to form the
present continents
weather: when rocks are broken
down by mechanical or chemical
processes
Trailblazer
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