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Computers and the Internet
are constantly changing

entities and they can be incredi-
bly frustrating. It’s irritating to
spend hours trying to fix a com-
puter problem and then discover
there’s a free program that can
solve everything in a fewmouse
clicks. Just as bad is discovering
a useful or interesting website
that would have been perfect for
a column that has just been pub-
lished.
I recently wrote about the

ongoing hassle of trying to deal
with so many different video,
audio, and document formats.
Microsoft switched to the .docx
format in Office 2007 that is
incompatible with the earlier
versions of MS Office. Then there
are Open Office, Adobe Acrobat,
and Plain Text formats. It gets

evenmore complicated with
numerous competing and
incompatible audio and video
formats for portable music play-
ers, Apple and Android tablets,
and your home DVD and CD
players.
In the past I’ve mentioned var-

ious programs to collectively
deal with the problem of con-
verting conflicting file formats
but many people were daunted
by the prospect of downloading,
installing and using several pro-
grams. If you’re in this group

you’ll be happy to know that I’ve
discovered two websites that
may solve your format problems
without the hassles of down-
loading software. Zamzar
(www.zamzar.com) and Online
Converter (www.online-con-
vert.com) are both free services
that will convert an astonishing
number of file formats in numer-
ous categories to other formats,
including ebooks. You can also
compress a file for emailing or
archiving. At either site you
select a file on your computer to
be converted to another format,
upload it to the site, and an
email with a download link is
sent to you when the converted
file is ready. If you’re confused
about what format to use
Zamzar has a comprehensive
guide under the Conversion
Types tab.

Over time I have come to like
and hate Facebook and judging
from the comments I get I’m not
alone. It seems that many other
people have almost reached the
breaking point in trying to deal
with Facebook’s constant tinker-
ing with its appearance, features,
and security. I spent an enor-
mous amount of time fiddling
with Facebook settings and then
discovered there’s a browser
add-on that will let me change
Facebook to the way I want it. I
blocked or limited whose posts I
see, chose a nice theme to
replace the bland Facebook
mess, and I even eliminated the
ads on the right side. Social Fixer
(http://socialfixer.com) will let
youmake a huge number of
changes and add features. It’s a
simple add-on for the Firefox,
Chrome, Safari, or Opera

browsers but Social Fixer is not
available for Internet Explorer.
It’s one of the paradoxes of

Windows that you have to click
on the Start button to shut your
computer down or put it to
sleep. Recently I found that if
you’d rather save yourself the
time andmouse clicks of this
procedure then Vista andWin 7
will let youmake an adjustment
so that you can safely shut down
the computer or put it to sleep
by simply pushing the com-
puter’s power button. Click on
the Start button and in the little
Search Programs and Files box
type Change Power Button Set-
tings. In the window that opens
you can tell Windows what to do
when you push the computer’s
power button or close the lid on
your laptop.
Free programs are usually

quite good but they often lack
the additional or enhanced fea-
tures and help of retail software.
A website called Giveaway of the
Day
(www.giveawayoftheday.com) is
trying to bridge this divide by
offering a different retail pro-
gram each day at no cost. Each
piece of software is a legitimate
offering with no strings attached,
but the program is only offered
for one day. On one day and got
a fully featured DVD creation
tool and the day following there
was a photo collage maker avail-
able. Bookmark the site and
check it every day; who knows
what you’ll discover.

More than any other group of ani-
mals, insects demonstrate a

bewildering diversity of adaptations to
everything this planet can throw at
them. Be it their shape, colour, size,
social organization, powers of flight,
sensory capabilities or ability to with-
stand extremes of climate, insects are a
wonderful testament to evolution. This
amazing ability to adapt has also
allowed them to exploit a variety of dif-
ferent options for winter survival.

Depending on the species, insects
can be found overwintering in every
stage of their life cycle. The life cycle of
most insects is called ‘complete meta-
morphosis’ and includes the stages of
egg, larva, pupa, and adult. A smaller
number of species goes through incom-
plete metamorphosis (egg, nymph,
adult). Nymphs often look like small
adults, but usually don’t have wings.
Larvae, on the other hand, do not look
like adults and usually have a worm-like
shape. Caterpillars are typical larvae. In
the pupal (resting) stage, insects
develop their adult characteristics such
as wings but do not eat. Some species,
like moths, weave a protective silk
cocoon around themselves before
entering the pupal stage. A butterfly
pupa is called a chrysalis. There is no
protective cocoon around a chrysalis.

DEEP FREEZE ‘DIAPAUSE’
Most insects are inactive during the

winter months and enter a dormant
phase called “diapause.” The insect’s
cells and tissues are protected by glyc-
erol, a kind of natural, sweet-tasting
antifreeze produced by the cells in the
fall. In fact, Bernd Heinrich, in A Year in
theMaineWoods, describes the taste of
glycerol-rich, overwintering carpenter
ants as "candy-sweet." Glycerol is simi-
lar to the ethylene glycol we put in our
car radiators and allows an insect’s
body fluids to drop well below freezing
without freezing solid. Not surprisingly,
if you touch an insect larva at this tem-
perature, it is still pliable. During dia-
pause, there is no growth or develop-
ment what so ever. In “hibernation,” are
term used for vertebrates, there is usu-
ally minor metabolic activity and new
tissue is sometimes added to the
animal’s body.
One of the easiest insects to find and

observe in its winter resting phase is the
goldenrod gall fly. It overwinters in the
ball-like swellings on the stems of gold-
enrod plants. These are actually caused
by the female fly when she lays her eggs
on the stems of developing goldenrod
plants. The eggs hatch and the larvae
burrow into the stem and create a
chamber in which to feed. The plant
responds to this intrusion by growing a
spherical deformation around the insect
chamber. If you open the gall with a
knife, you will find a small white larva
with a dark head. The larva spends the
winter in this cozy enclosure.
In the spring, the larva becomes

active again and chews out an escape
route, almost to the outer surface of the
gall. It thenmoves back toward the
centre and pupates in a hard, cocoon-
like pupariummade from the larval

skin. The adult escapes from the pupar-
ium and from the gall itself by inflating a
spiny, balloon-like structure out
through the front of its head. This struc-
ture presses a circular hole through
both the puparium and the surface of
the gall. It then retracts back into the
head. If you open a gall in the spring,
you should be able to see the exit tunnel
created by the larva before it pupates.
Old galls usually show a small hole on
the outside through which the fly
escaped. Adult goldenrod gall flies are
about half a centimetre in length, have a
light brown head and thorax and have
attractive dark patterns on otherwise
clear wings.

HOWTHEY DO IT
The following are examples of how

some other familiar insect species over-
winter.

As an egg:
• Eastern tent caterpillar: The egg

masses of the tent caterpillar form shiny
brown rings that encircle the twigs of
cherry trees. They have a varnished
appearance and are only slightly larger
in circumference that the twig itself.
• Field cricket: In the summer and

fall, the female lays her eggs in damp
soil through her ovipositor. The eggs
usually hatch inMay.

• Red-legged Grasshopper: In late
summer, the female forces her
abdomen deep into loose soil to deposit
an egg pod that will hatch in the spring.
• Europeanmantis (Praying mantis):

In autumn, the female lays eggs in a
frothy mass that hardens into a protec-
tive capsule, not unlike foam insulation.
• Mosquito (genus Aedes): The

female lays eggs at the margins of
ponds. They will hatch in the spring
meltwater.

As a larva:
• Black fly: Many species of black fly

have bowling pin-shaped larvae that
hook themselves into a pad of silk,
attached to wood or rocks in streams.
However, those black fly species that
bite us later in the summer overwinter
as eggs on the river bottom.
• Isabella tiger moth: In its well-

known “woolly bear” caterpillar stage,
the future moth curls up under bark, a
log or some similar debris for the winter.
It pupates in the spring, emerging two
weeks later as an adult moth.

As a nymph:
• Common whitetail dragonfly:

Although there are some exceptions,
most dragonflies and damselflies spend
at least a year at the bottom of pond or
river in the nymph stage before trans-
forming into aerial adults. They remain

semi-active during the winter. Some
nymphs can even live a short while
encased in ice, thanks to protection
from glycerol.
• Mayfly: Depending on the family,

somemayfly nymphs flatten themselves
against solid objects in running water.
Others live in U-shaped burrows. They
feed actively and grow all winter to
emerge as adults in early spring.

As a pupa:
• Canadian tiger swallowtail: The grey

pupa (chrysalis) is attached to a twig or
bark by a silk button at the posterior end
and a silken noose in the middle. The
grey colouration provides a near-perfect
camouflage effect.

As an adult:
• Mourning cloak butterfly: Mourning

cloaks, like tortoiseshell and comma
butterflies, take refuge for the winter in
tight holes and crevices in trees, rocks
and buildings. They may even emerge
and fly about should the temperature
climb above 10 C.

QUEEN OF COLD
• Tri-coloured bumblebee: Pregnant

queen bees overwinter in sheltered
places and emerge in spring to start a
new colony. Males and workers die.
Wasps overwinter in the same fashion.
• Honey bee: The entire bee colony

survives the winter in the adult stage.
They are the only insects to maintain an
elevated body temperature all winter.
They do so by clustering together and
vibrating their flight muscles. They feed
on stored honey.
• Ladybird beetle (Ladybug): Lady-

bugs take refuge in the leaf litter under
the snow and in crevices. They are fre-
quently found in large groups.
• House mosquito (Culex pipiens):

Mated females overwinter in sheltered
locations such as animal burrows, base-
ments and sewers. Themales die before
the winter.
• Monarch butterfly: The last

monarch generation of the summer
migrates to the mountains of Mexico to
spend the winter. It is in these moun-
tains that they find their favourite tree,
the oyamel fir. Its needle-like leaves are
the perfect match for the monarch’s legs
to cling to. Secondly, the temperature is
cool but not freezing. The thermometer
usually remains below 12 C which
makes it too cold to fly. And, because
the monarchs remain inactive most of
the time, this allows them to save their
precious fat reserves. They will need
these reserves later in the winter when
they mate and begin flying north. The
forest trees serve as a buffer against
snow, rain, cold and wind, all of which
could be potentially fatal. They also
help to maintain highmoisture levels in
the air, thereby preventing the butter-
flies from drying out as a result of mois-
ture loss.

TAKE TO THE TREES
• Carpenter ants: Adult carpenter

ants hibernate in clusters in the centre
of both dead and living trees. They are
often found in logs that have been split
for firewood. Carpenter ants quickly
become active when temperatures rise
above freezing.
• Common green darner dragonfly:

There appear to be two separate popu-
lations of this species in Ontario. One
populationmatures quickly from egg to
adult andmigrates south in the fall,
reproduces and its progeny return in the
spring. So, like monarchs, the same
individual does not make a round-trip.
A second population green darner pop-
ulation, indistinguishable in appear-
ance, matures more slowly and spends
the winter in ponds and wetlands as a
nymph, just like most other dragonflies
do.
In conclusion, I’d like to add a word

about spiders. Their situation is all over
the map. Depending on the family,
some spiders overwinter as eggs cov-
ered by thick, silken sacs and attached
to plants or hidden under loose bark.
Crab spiders overwinter as adults
behind loose bark. Hunting spiders, too,
spend the winter months in the adult
stage and can sometimes be seen walk-
ing on the snow onmild days. Wolf spi-
ders survive as sub-adults and actually
remain active throughout much of the
winter in the sub-nivean space under
the snow.
Although youmay think that one of

winter’s greatest appeals is its lack of
“bugs,” remember that this is not
entirely true. They are actually all
around us, just waiting to spring into
action once again when warm spring
weather returns.

Check out the bugs of winter

Tips to help turn yourself into an ace troubleshooter

Look around and you’ll find there’s no such thing as a bug-less snow season

Wikimedia photos

You can find lady beetles (above, commonly called lady bugs)
grouped together under leaf litter during the winter.
Dragonflies (exoskeleton, top right) remain semi-active during
the winter and the queen tri-coloured bumble bee, already
pregnant, will overwinter in sheltered places.
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Ray Saitz, a Peterborough resi-
dent and teacher, writes a weekly
column on the Internet. He can
be reached at rayser3@cogeco.ca
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