
And Then There Were None
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Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA – One of the unmistakable sounds of spring here in Virginia is an annoying, high frequency squeal that permeates the night.  It lasts from 10 to 20 seconds, goes silent, and then another screech....ad nauseam.
I would guess that many of you have heard the same sound during spring nights.  This year I was determined to investigate.  Although the sounds seemed to be coming from all directions, I traced the loudest source to our pond.  Using a flash light, I located the culprit, a frog.  But it was not a large bullfrog whose "rib-it, rib-it" sound I hear every summer.   This amphibian was smaller, and had warts.  As I watched it in the glare of the flashlight, it suddenly inflated the area under its chin while producing that annoying sound.  This small balloon stayed inflated for at least 15 seconds and then disappeared into the frog's neck.  
Using my flashlight, I searched around our pond (it is home to goldfish and koi and has a surface area of a small bedroom) and, much to my amazement, found several more of these creatures - at least 8 of them.  And even more interestingly, they were in pairs with a smaller frog clinging to the top of another.  Even when I disturbed the water next to a pair, they would not move.   But none of these pairs were emitting sounds.  What was going on??  
This is, of course, what God made the internet for.  A quick search answered my question, "What kind of frogs are these?"   Well, they are unmistakably toads, specifically Anaxyrus americanus, a.k.a., The American Toad.  The next question I typed into my search engine, "What are toads doing on top of each other?" was also answered.   I assume that many of you are incredulous that I did not immediately know that they were engaged in the act of sex.  Well, smarties, I was NOT witnessing frog fornication.  It seems that the toads on top are males, and that they have assumed this position to reserve the female underneath as his mate.  Apparently, the guy toad is patiently waiting until his chosen partner sends her eggs into the water so that this lucky fellow can then happily spread his sperm on top to fertilize the eggs to produce offspring in his lineage.  When spring evenings begin to warm up, the males arrive to damp breeding areas earlier than the females.  They perch on the edges of  ponds like ours and immediately start sounding their pleas for partners.  Some of internet sources state that the females select their partners based on the quality of the "love cries" which the males are emitting.  I am curious about how this was determined and how much federal money was provided for the research.  At any rate, apparently the toad which was sounding its loud "Here I am" pleas was an unlucky bachelor who had not yet scored a partner.
The next day I took a walk which brought me to a large local pond in one of our parks, appropriately named Hidden Pond.  Here the toad noise was almost deafening.  These guys were not waiting for darkness, but were not-so-furtively pleading for partners.  When I reached the edge of the pond, the water seemed to be boiling.  There were thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of toads jumping around from body to body, in and out of the water.  The mate-seeking activity was so furious that it would put any singles bar to shame.   I could almost feel the sexual tension in the air!  :)
When I returned to Hidden Pond two days later.....nothing.  No sounds, no toads, no activity to be seen or heard.  It was the same down at our pond that night.  As I looked closely around the edges of our pond, in some aquatic vegetation I saw the remaining evidence of all this prior activity:  long strands of eggs arranged in a spiral pattern almost resembling a model of DNA.  The strands were translucent and had little black dots every few millimeters.  I later learned that each of these strands contains 4000 - 8000 eggs, and, if stretched, would reach over 50 feet!
Two days later there was still no sign of any toads at our pond.  The strands were also gone.  The eggs are supposed to hatch into tadpoles in 3-12 days, depending on the temperature).  Perhaps our fish will soon enjoy their version of toad-egg sushi.  But then, less than a week later, wham!   The edges of our pond are saturated with tiny tadpoles.  If just 5 female toads laid 5000 eggs each, we are now home to 25,000 new toads!!!!  If just 1 out of each 100 survives, that equates to 250 new toads.  Anyone want a few?

What I do know for certain is that it is now much quieter at night around our home – at least until next spring.  And I suspect that there are several of those male toads who had been on top with grins on their faces.
I thought you might like to know.
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