
In early spring, a little-
known woodland habitat
takes on critical  impor-
tance. “Vernal” or spring
pools fill with water and
become a temporary home
to some of the forest’s most
attractive and fascinating
creatures. On mild, wet
April nights, frogs and sala-
manders join ghost-like
shrimp in these transient
bodies of water in response
to the ageless urge to repro-
duce.

Also known as ephemeral
pools, these small bodies of
water are located in low areas of
the forest floor or adjacent fields.
They usually begin to fill in the
autumn as the water table rises,
and then receive additional water
in the spring from rain and melt-
ing snow. However, under average
weather conditions, most of these
pools will dry up by mid to late
summer. This occasional drying is
extremely important because it
prevents fish from establishing
permanent populations. In turn,
this allows many amphibian and
invertebrate species to rely on the
pools as a breeding habitat that is
free of predation from fish. As we
shall see, certain species simply
cannot survive in the presence of
fish. 

Those animals whose survival
depends on the presence of vernal
pools for at least part of their life
cycle are called obligate species.
The most easily-recognizable obli-
gate species in the Kawarthas are
the fairy shrimp, the spotted and
blue-spotted salamanders and the
wood frog. Without vernal pools,
these species could not successful-
ly reproduce and would disappear. 

Fairy shrimp (Eubranchipus sp.)
are a sure indicator that the water
body in question is indeed a vernal
pond. Only one to two centimetres
in length, these crustaceans spend
their entire lives in these ponds.
They seem to appear like magic,
even in pools that have been dry
for many years. They are very
aptly named because their grace-
ful movements and pastel colorus
do indeed invoke the analogy of
fairies. Clouds of these strange
crustaceans can often be seen in
melt-water pools immediately
after the snow and ice disappear. 

Fairy shrimp  are usually red-
orange in colour but can also
appear quite translucent at times.

Curiously, they swim
upside down with a wave-
like beating motion of
their 11 pairs of swim-
ming legs. The leg move-
ments also collect tiny
food particles and direct
them towards the mouth
parts. Females lay two
types of eggs. There are
both summer eggs, which
hatch right away, and
winter eggs, which have
been known to remain
dormant for up to 15 years
before the proper condi-
tions allowed hatching to

occur. Winter eggs remain in the
mud at the base of the pool and
dry out with the pool. They are
resistant not only to desiccation,
but also to heat and freezing.
Fairy shrimp can complete their
life cycle in an amazingly short 16
days. The presence and abundance
of fairy shrimp can fluctuate
markedly from year to year in a
given habitat.  

Wood frogs (Rana sylvatica), too,
are entirely dependent on vernal
pools. As their name suggests, this
species spends its entire life in
moist woodlands. These small,
brown frogs are quite common in
the Kawarthas and very easy to
identify. Look for a distinctive
black mask which contrasts with
their white upper lip. They are
also usually the first frog of the
spring to begin calling — although
quacking or chuckling would be a
more accurate description. The
chorus of male suitors serves to
attract females to the pond where
mating occurs. A female will mate
with the male whose song she
likes the best. Females often lay
their eggs together in communal
masses which are more efficient at
trapping solar heat, thereby accel-
erating the development of the
embryos. The tadpoles develop
quickly and are soon ready to join
the adults in adjacent upland
areas where they will spend the
rest of the year.  Wood frogs over-
winter in the leaf litter and actual-
ly freeze solid. 

Another group of amphibians
known as the mole salamanders
share this upland forest habitat
with the wood frog. Their life
cycle, too, is inextricably linked to
vernal pools. On the first, mild,
rainy nights of April, thousands of
these beautifully-marked sala-
manders make their way over

snow, ice, rocks, leaf litter and
roads to breed in their ancestral
vernal pool. They are probably fol-
lowing an imprinted memory of
their birthplace with its specific
odours of mud and decaying vege-
tation. The two mole salamander
species that we have here in the
Kawarthas are the spotted (some-
times called the yellow-spotted)
and the blue-spotted salamanders.
They usually measure 10 to 14
centimetres in length. 

Salamander mating begins with
a sort of underwater dance in
which large groups of males gyrate
and rub up against the females. If
the female is willing, the pair will
leave the group and the male will
deposit a spermatophore (a small,
jelly-like package of sperm) on
underwater debris. The female
becomes fertilized by taking the
spermatophore into her genital
opening. Later, she will deposit
from one to three gelatinous
clumps of eggs on underwater veg-
etation.  About six weeks later,
tiny, gilled tadpole-like larvae are
born. They will leave the vernal
pool by mid-summer as air-breath-
ing terrestrial salamanders —
that is unless the water dries up
before they have matured. Mole
salamanders go on to spend most
of their lives in burrows on the for-
est floor.

For much of the public, salaman-
ders and frogs crossing roads on
rainy nights are  probably the only
sign of the importance of vernal

pool habitats. Depending on the
vagaries of the weather, it may
still be possible to see this ancient
migration this spring. Tempera-
tures of at least 8 C along with
rain seem to provide the best con-
ditions. Armed with a strong flash-
light, slowly drive along back
roads that pass through low wood-
lands and treed, swampy areas. By
watching carefully, you might be
able to see salamanders on the
road. You should then park your
car and get out and walk. Don’t
forget your camera.

A large number of other amphib-
ians and invertebrates often breed
in vernal pools, as well. However,
they also have the option of breed-
ing in more permanent water bod-
ies. Some of the more familiar
species include spring peepers,
chorus frogs, American toads,
dragonflies, midges and, of course,
mosquitoes. 

Like almost every other kind of
natural habitat, vernal pools are
under assault in much of central
and southern Ontario. Urban
sprawl, deforestation and the over-
extraction of groundwater are all
important threats. Because the
infrastructures that are necessary
to service housing developments
such as sewers and roads increase
water runoff,  the water table
often drops. This, in turn, may
mean insufficient water for vernal
pools. Roads often bisect woodland
habitats and become dangerous
obstacles for  amphibians to cross

as they make their way to vernal
pools.

In many areas around Peterbor-
ough, amphibian mortality levels
are extremely high. Some commu-
nities actually arrange road clos-
ings during peak migration nights
and invite people out to see “the
march of the amphibians.” 

What to watch for
this week

Biologists are keeping a close eye
on the western chorus frog, a
widespread and locally common
species in southern Ontario,
including southern Peterborough
County. This amphibian is declin-
ing in parts of Ontario and Que-
bec, and an effort is being made
this spring to survey as many
known chorus frog breeding loca-
tions as possible. This will provide
better documentation of the mag-
nitude and spatial extent of
declines. If you are aware of cho-
rus frog breeding sites, you may
wish to send an e-mail to Mike
Oldham at the Ontario Natural
Heritage Information Centre. His
e-mail address is michael.old-
ham@mnr.gov.on.ca  Please supply
UTM or latitude/longitude co-ordi-
nates if possible.

Drew Monkman is a Peterbor-
ough teacher and author of
Nature’s Year in the
Kawarthas. He can be reached
at dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. 

One of the great truisms
of life is that all things
must change. Not surpris-
ingly then, a growing num-
ber of Internet sages are
proposing that the Net has
entered a second phase in
its evolution. The next
Internet is being referred
to as the Internet, version
2.0, or simply Web 2. It
may seem strange to start
labelling a perceived
change in the Internet, but
there is no doubt that there has
been a subtle and revolutionary
shift in how people are using and
interacting with the Internet. One
example often given as an indica-
tion of the new Internet is
Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org),
the populist and collaborative
online encyclopedia, which has
replaced the traditional pay ver-
sion of a print reference. Ajax is
the other unanimous choice as a
proof that Web 2 is a reality.

Ajax is a name given to an amal-
gam of web technologies, including
java and XML, that makes a web

site behave differently than
any conventional page that
you’ve seen. The traditional
concept of the Internet is
that you visit a website to
get information and then
click through a series of
pages or move to another
website. In each case, your
computer downloads the
whole page and displays it,
and then does the same
downloading of data every
time you click on a link and

move elsewhere. As the Internet
has become faster, web pages have
grown in size and we’ve all experi-
enced the irritating delay as a web-
site loads a huge mass of data
before it can be properly viewed.

Ajax is seen as revolutionary
because a website can become a
platform for delivering a service
rather than just presenting a page
of text with banner ads. With Ajax
the initial page is displayed but
then it can change fluidly and
quickly by only downloading very
small segments. You are not view-
ing a single static page but one

that is constantly changing.
The best example of Ajax is one

that you may have seen many
times but probably never thought
of as revolutionary. It’s Google
maps. You can see for yourself by
doing a local search at Google
(www.google.ca). The results of a
search for “pizza” and “Peterbor-
ough” will bring up a map, but the
map is not an ordinary web pic-
ture. Left click on the map and you
can drag it around, and keep going
until you reach the west coast if
you want. You are not loading new
map views, but fluidly moving
around within a web page. A com-
parison is Mapquest
(www.mapquest.com) where every
move on the map necessitates that
the whole map be reloaded.

The tip of the Ajax iceberg can be
seen at Writely (www.writely.com)
and ajaxWrite
(www.ajaxwrite.com). Both of
these sites are fully functioning
free versions of a word processor
that closely resembles Microsoft’s
Word.

Each allows you to type a docu-

ment and save or print it, but nei-
ther site requires that you down-
load any software. The whole pro-
cess is done over the Internet but
you’ll never know that you are
using a web site as a word proces-
sor. In the future you may never
purchase software again but mere-
ly subscribe to use it on the Inter-
net. The downside is that you must
be connected to the Internet the
whole time that you are using the
application, but that is much less
of a problem in this broadband age.

Writely has been gobbled up by
Google, which is positioning itself
as a purveyor of Ajax-based web
applications, and is temporarily
not accepting any new users.
Ajaxwrite is still free and requires
no registration. The creators are
pledging to unveil a new Ajax plat-
form each Wednesday at the
ajaxLaunch site
(www.ajaxlaunch.com). The latest
offering is ajaxSketch (www.ajaxs-
ketch.com), which allows you to
create flow charts and diagrams. 

Take a look, and see if you think
Ajax deserves all of the hype.

Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.
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Tomorrow
Side dishes for Easter. Look

for the story on tomorrow’s
Food page.

Pools
of life

Photos courtesy of the
Ontario Vernal Pool Association

Clockwise, from top: a woodland ver-
nal pool;  a spotted salamander; and
a wood frog. You can visit the Ontario
Vernal Pool Association on 
the web at  http://www.
ontariovernalpools.org/index.html.
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Drew Monkman

Web technologies creating a new Internet

We’ve received several good
submissions for our Kraft Hock-
eyville food feature later this
month, but we’re still looking.

Send us your recipe for a pre-
game meal, and we’ll publish some
on the Food page April 19.

Recipes must be received by
Wednesday. You may include a

Kraft product in your recipe, but
you don’t have to.

Send your recipe to Life editor
Rob McCormick by-e-mail to
life@peterboroughexaminer.com,
fax it to 743-4581 or bring it to our
offices at 730 The Kingsway.

Be sure to include your name,
address and telephone number.

Still looking for Hockeyville recipes


