
1

Nature is amazing! It’s also stinging and stinking, 

freaky and sneaky. Of course, it’s all about survival. 

Let’s meet some critters who use  

drama and trickery  

to keep their families alive. 
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The science of 

CARPOLOGY is the 

study devoted to 

seeds. 

It’s not easy being a big seed in the 

African savanna. Some of your seed 

friends have little parachutes and can 

fly to their new home. Some seeds 

have sticky feet and can hitch a ride 

on a fuzzy animal.

But the Arrow Reed seed is just a 

brown lump that looks (and smells!) 

like fresh antelope dung. 

But wait, that is her secret power!

Antelope poo happens to be a favorite 

treat of one very busy beetle. So the 

beetle drags the seed off and digs her a 

secret hiding place. He thinks he found 

a delicious poo snack. But really, he has 

just planted the Arrow Reed seed in a 

warm place where she can sprout. 

Thank you Dung Beetle.

ACTIVITY |  Seeds come in all shapes and sizes. Go on a nature walk and 

gather some seeds. (Leave some for the birds and next season.) Freeze them 

and plant them in the spring.
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So while we are on the poo theme, meet the 

Bird Poo Frog. Also known as the Vietnamese 

Warty Frog, which isn’t much better. 

Frogs are a desirable dinner to birds and 

snakes and even some spiders. But it turns out 

that a doodie dinner is not that appetizing to 

most animals, including the ones that like to 

eat frogs. 

And so this frog is born with a ca-ca costume, 

which makes her much less likely to be a meal. 

Scientists think there might be a bonus to this 

kind of disguise because...

Want to care for 

turtles, frogs, snakes 

and lizards? Become a 

HERPETOLOGIST. 

The

Frog
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like 

poo 

and

like 

flies!

ACTIVITY | Did you know that there are 

pink frogs? What color and markings do 

your local frogs have?
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Poop Perfume 

When looking like poop just isn’t enough.

Hoatzin Bird {Opisthocomus hoazin]

What is clumsy, scruffy, lazy and smelly? No, 

not your Uncle Stinky, it’s the Hoatzin (say 

What’s In) Bird. A big bird that has managed 

to survive millions of years possibly because 

no one wants to be near it. The Hoatzin has 

a few other names, like the Stink Bird, the 

Skunk Bird and the Flying Cow. They smell 

because they spend a lot of time with rotting 

food in their mouth. Imagine not swallowing 

your food for 5 days. Thousands of bacteria, 

some never before found anywhere else 

in the world, live in their mouths, decaying 

food, giving the Hoatzin crazy bad breath.

If you study the science of 

OLFACTION, you might find 

out why a Bearcat smells like 

buttered popcorn. 

Bacteria is the culprit behind many yucky smells 

things, like B.O... and poop. But why do things 

smell bad? Scientists think that smells are a form 

of communication. Bacteria are telling us and their 

neighbors. “Stay away, I will hurt you.”

The Hoatzin smells like rotting poop, but lots of other 

creatures smell yummy. Yellow Ants smell like lemon. 

Pink Millipedes smell like cherry cola. And if you ever 

meet a Spadefoot Toad give it a sniff. You will find it 

smells like peanut butter. 
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Enough about poo, let’s talk about pain! 

Most ants just like to pal around with their ant 

friends. They scavenge for crumbs and sugar, 

clean their ant house and raise their ant babies to 

become obedient ant citizens. They are harmless 

and helpful because they are also food for birds 

and bugs and of course, ant eaters. 

But this tiny fellow is rebel and does not want to 

become someone’s dinner.

He may mistake your foot for the nose of a cow, or 

the snout of an ant eater. And ZAP. A painful sting. 

That sting will tell all of the other ants that it’s time 

to come a runnin’ and they too will sting your foot 

and it will feel like you stepped in a campfire.

{ A C T U A L  S I Z E }

The Bad-Tempered Ant
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[ PA I N  S I Z E ]

That is how they get their name, because we 

know them as fire ants. In Spanish they are known 

as hormiga brava (the bad-tempered ant). In 

Portuguese, they are called  formiga lava-pé (the 

wash foot ant). 

So please,  just leave them to their chores and you 

won’t have to wash your on-fire foot.



1514

Crazy Ants
Nylanderia fulva 

The Fire Ants have a tiny enemy. This is good news if 

you have a Fire Ant problem in your yard, but bad news 

if you own anything electronic.

Ants are a marvel. They are usually just busy making 

the world a better place. But humans invented 

electronics, giving the  Crazy Ants warm, buzzy place 

to call home. Crazy ants don’t build their own nests –

they are squatters. They just find the right kind of warm 

and dark place and make it their own. Your phone, 

your computer, your light switches, your car. Which 

might not be a big deal except some of them get 

electrocuted.

 With every teeny zap and tiny puff of smoke, the 

miniature trespasser releases a chemical into the air. 

This chemical says “Hey, everybody, over here!”. 

Thousands more crazy ants flow into your phone filling 

it full of itty bitty ant carcasses.

Can you hear their tiny voices?

A MYREMCOLOGIST 

studies all kinds of ants 

(in and out of pants).



1716

Coloring Pages

Use colored pencils to color these 

exotic and sneaky beasts. (I am 

imagining this page as completely 

full of flora and fauna.)

The Veiled 

Mushroom (P. 

Luteus) wears a 

netted skirt.
For the Poison Dart Frogs, 

looking crazy gorgeous means 

“i am deadly, for real.”

The Dead Leaf Butterfly 

looks precisely like its 

name.

The Corpse Flower is ten 

feet tall and smells like 

rotting flesh.

The Dynamite Tree has 

large exploding seeds 

that fly at 150mph.
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Looking Good to Look Bad
Meloidae

The beautiful little Blister Beetle has a cute fuzzy 

tummy and pretty orange stripes. Many insects are 

brightly colored or patterned. Scientists think this is 

a warning to something that might want to hurt it. 

They are yelling, “Hey, you really don’t want to try me 

as a snack.” This is a trick called aposematism, and 

while some of the creatures that adopt this technique 

are positively harmless, this species of beetle is not 

kidding around. 

Will it bite you? No. Sting you? No.

It will ooze yellow blood on you and it will burn like 

you put your hand in fire. Some say its a TEN on the 

pain scale.

ACTIVITY |  What other patterned 

or colored creatures might use 

aposematism to tell us to stay away?

There are thousands of types of Blister Beetles 

and all kinds of wildlife with gorgeous colors and 

markings. Sometimes it’s all show. But think twice 

when you see a beautiful or striking animal or insect. 

Since some insects look boring and can hurt 

you anyway, let’s give a round of applause to 

the beautiful Blister Beetle for letting us know in 

advance.

COLEOPTERISTS study all kinds of beetles.



2120

There Be Dragons
Milvus migrans

Fire Ants are a nuisance, but what about Fire BIRDS?

Wildfires are common in the hot dry climates. Ahead 

of a fire you can see birds swooping and soaring. They 

seem to be fleeing the fire. But a group of birds known 

as Firebirds are actually celebrating. 

The Black Kites are very clever. And dangerous. Instead 

of waiting for a wildfire to scare up dinner, they make 

one.

All they need is a smoldering stick. Grabbing the stick in 

their beak or claw, they fly a little ways and drop it into 

some dry grass and wait.

Fires mean that bugs and bunnies must leave the safety 

of their grassy home. And the kite just waits at the fire 

edge, and grabs them as they flee. Later the Kite may 

return for a bunny barbecue.

Firefighter have their hands full when the Black Kite is 

hunting a fire because just as the fires are being put out, 

a Kite starts another one a few miles away.  

(Seems fitting that their nests and eggs are sometimes 

raided by fire ants)
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Pretty Perspicacious
Cyanocitta stelleri 

The Black Kite is a tricky beast, but the lovely Steller’s Jay has 

developed some tricks of its own. Imagine it is winter, when food 

is hard to find and hawks are prowling the neighborhood hoping 

for a big chicken sandwich. A sparrow or wren is an appetizing 

snack.

The Jay knows this and when competition for seeds at the bird 

feeder is just too much, sits in a nearby tree, suddenly calling out. 

But not in Jay speak. It fills the air with a chilling hawk scream. 

The traffic jam at the bird feeder disappears in a few seconds as 

scared little birds seek immediate cover. And now the Jay has the 

feeder and food all to itself!

Don’t try this at home.

Study BIOACOUSTICS and you 

can listen to the conversations 

of all kinds of wildlife.

ACTIVITY |  Listen to your 

local birds and record different 

calls. Upload your recordings 

to birdnet.cornell.edu to help 

you identify the birds.
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The Wasp and Her

So far, we’ve met some sneaky seeds, 

birds, frogs and ants. Are you ready for a 

few freaky beasts?

This is a true story about a scary little 

wasp. You won’t be scared, but our big 

juicy caterpillar friend, the Hornworm, is 

hoping never to meet this tiny beast.

Because a Hornworm makes a great 

edible Nanny. She is warm and plump 

and tastes just right to a family of wasp 

babies. She is like a big Sunday pot roast. 

With potatoes.

The feast begins when the Mom wasp 

squirts her eggs into the caterpillar. Now 

the larvae babies can 

EAT and EAT and EAT 

until...

Nanny

ACTUAL SIZE

You can become an 

ENTOMOLOGIST and 

study all kinds of 

crazy bug behavior.
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CRRRRUNCH CRUUUUNCH! The babies 

chew through Nanny Hornworm’s skin. A 

few diabolical babies remain inside and take 

control of her brain. 

“Make us a blanket!” they command. She 

weaves a soft cocoon over the growing beasts. 

“Guard us!” they demand. And for the rest of 

her Zombie days, she cares for the ungrateful 

little monsters. 

Farewell Nanny Hornworm.

ACTIVITY | There are thousands 

of types of caterpillars. Can you 

find one in your backyard? The 

Hornworm caterpillar loves your 

Mum’s tomatoes. Look under 

leaves and on plant stems. 

If the Hornworm can avoid 

the wasps, hungry birds and 

your Mum, it will turn into a 

gorgeous, giant Sphinx Moth.
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MYCOLOGISTS study 

fungus and their 

fruiting bodies called 

mushrooms.

The 
Murdering 
Mushroom

Cordyceps 

Something is growing in your yard, in your 

bread and maybe between your toes. 

It’s not a plant. It’s not an animal. Nope, 

not an insect. What is it?

It’s fungus. Or fungi if you have more than 

one. You probably have never seen the 

fungus itself, but you might get to see 

some of its children — the mushrooms. 

The mushrooms hold the spore (like seeds) 

that can grow into new fungi. Mushrooms 

have developed very tricky ways to get 

these spore to a new home. Some shoot 

the spore out of a fungi canon. Some make 

their own wind so the spore can float away. 

But some are kidnapping killers.

If you are a rain forest carpenter ant, and 

it’s raining mushroom spores, you are 

in big trouble. That’s because one type 

of mushroom, the Cordyceps, needs an 

ant taxi to get that spore to the perfect 

place. The raining spores stick to the ant’s 

head and the brainwashing begins. “Go 

precisely 10 inches up that tree”, fungus 

commands. “At exactly solar noon, lock 

your jaws on a leaf.” Now that the fungus 

has arrived at the perfect place, the ant 

dies and becomes the fungi’s food. Soon 

a very strange mushroom grows out of 

the ant’s head. (Some of them look like 

a miniature brain!) The cycle starts over 

again, as the mushroom rains its spores 

on the ants below.

Not so fun for the ants, but the fungi 

should get a pat on their mushroomy head 

because scientists think this is just one way 

that nature has developed to keep bug 

populations from taking over the world. 

ACTIVITY |  Fungi lives everywhere, 

from your shower to jet engines to your 

local park. What kind of mushrooms 

can you find?
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The Mad Hatterpillar
Uraba lugens

Caterpillars are bags of goo surrounded by a tough casing. Since all 

they do is eat, their gooey interior outgrows their skin. A new larger 

tube grows beneath the old one. Every now and then they have to 

squeeze out of their too-tight tube and leave it behind. And that 

includes their head. They get a whole new head every few weeks. 

(Gag warning! Most caterpillars eat that old head and skin.)

Several species nicknamed the Mad Hatterpillars refuse to get rid of 

those old heads. They just stack them up, one on top of the other, like 

a little head hat. Eventually this pile of old heads is like a big sword 

and scientists think the Hatterpillers use it to defend themselves from  

unfriendly beetles and bugs.

But maybe they just like the way they look.

ACTIVITY |  All caterpillars will 

become butterflies or moths. 

Help scientists by counting 

moths in your area. Find out 

more at butterfly-conservation.

org/moths/moth-recording. 

Moths, butterflies and 

caterpillars are studied by 

LEPIDOPTERISTS.
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Back Matter

(continues on endpaper)

AUTHOR’S NOTE:

If you made it this far, congratulations, you too, are officially Curious! 

Curiosity is the driving force behind everything I have ever done. From 

flying gliders to furniture design. Ultimately curiosity is what helped me 

conquer my fear of spiders (except black widows, which can go ahead 

and drop dead). Writing and illustrating books about real-life oddities is 

the ultimate curious adventure. 

The illustrations were created with pen and ink, paint and collage, 

Procreate and Photoshop. That means I use “multi-media” – which fits a 

curious brain to a T. 

Learn more about my process and new curious projects 

 on Instagram @helloeddieillo.

E
d

d
ie

 E
d

w
ar

d
s 

Fr
ea

ky
 a

nd
 S

ne
ak

y 
B

ea
st

s 
D

um
m

y 
FI

N
1R

1


