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Frogs Are Really Cool!

Foreword to the Chinese edition of Tim Halliday’s The Book of Frogs

KRAIG ADLER
(Professor of Cornell University)

rogs are a great wonder of Nature and are one of the most

F easily recognized life forms because of their odd body shapes,
unusual modes of locomotion, and musical calls. They live almost
everywhere—moist forests, dry deserts, and cool mountain tops,
waterways of all kinds, backyard ponds, and even 1n potted plants on
the decks of high-rise buildings. In America, frogs are universally
beloved by children and sometimes star in their television programs.
Frogs are so familiar to us that we often underestimate just how
remarkable and diverse these animals are and the key roles they play in
our planet’s ecosystems. Our interest and even respect for frogs grows
larger whenever we learn more details about their curious lives.

This book by Tim Halliday, one of the world’s leading experts on
amphibians, i1s a highly readable and beautifully i1llustrated account
of 600 kinds of frogs. These species have been carefully selected by
him—from among the nearly 7000 known kinds—in order to discuss
the striking variety of frogs in terms of their colors, patterns, shapes,
sizes, behaviors, reproductive modes, and physiological abilities.
Halliday points out remarkable facts about the natural history of
various species that show their sometimes bizarre lifestyles and how
well the species are adapted even to the most extreme or unusual

habitats. The entry for each species has a distribution map, sketches of
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frogs, species 1dentification details, basic natural history, and current
conservation status. There are also life-size color photographs of each
species, as well as photographic enlargements, contributed to this
project by dozens of outstanding natural history photographers from
around the world.

Here 1s a sample of just a few of Halliday’s species that give some
idea about why they are so fascinating and worthy of our attention and
concern:

The Golden Toad (page 183), found 1n the Monteverde Cloud
Forest of Costa Rica, 1s one of the most sexually dimorphic species
of animals. You would think the males and females represent two
different species, for the male 1s uniformly bright orange whereas the
female 1s black with red spots bordered in yellow (but not 1llustrated in
Halliday’s original book). Why evolution has produced such different-
looking sexes 1n the same species 1s not immediately obvious.

Some frog species can carry eggs, tadpoles, or froglets in or on
their bodies—in strings around the father’s legs; inside the father’s
vocal sac; or in pouches or pockets 1n the mother’s back, or using
oral suckers to stick on the mother’s or father’s back. In the Gastric
Brooding Frogs (page 117) of northeastern Australia, the fertilized
eggs are ingested by the mother and brooded in her stomach. Her
gastric acid secretions stop and she does not feed for two months until
the tiny froglets pop out of her mouth and hop away!

The Golden Poison Frog (page 384) of Colombia, from which toxic
skin secretions are collected by indigenous people to tip their hunting
darts, 1s the most poisonous frog ever discovered. One frog contains
enough poison to kill a dozen people. They are so dangerous to handle
that scientists must wear surgical gloves, special glasses, and a mask
to protect their lungs. In contrast, a related species, the Phantasmal
Poison Frog (page 371) of Ecuador, produces a very different skin

toxin that can provide pain-killing benefits to humans and 1s 200 times
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stronger than morphine but with fewer side effects.

Several frogs, including the North American Wood Frog (page 569)
that ranges north to the Arctic Circle, can survive freezing of up to
2/3rds of their body water. The rest of the body fluids remain unfrozen
because the urea and glucose the frog accumulates 1n its bloodstream
prevent formation of ice crystals. Thus, these frogs can freeze and
thaw many times during the winter months and live to breed again in
the spring.

The Concave-eared Torrent Frog (page 552), native to the
Huangshan Mountains of eastern China, 1s the first frog known to
communicate 1n the ultrasonic spectrum like bats and cetaceans.
Humans can’t hear in this high-frequency range, but males and females
of this species can communicate with one another even in the very
noisy streams in which they live.

Unfortunately, many of the species mentioned by Halliday are
threatened 1n nature—by pollution, infectious diseases, climate change,
deforestation, and overcollecting for the pet trade—and population
sizes are declining. In fact, two of these frogs have already become
extinct: the Golden Toad and the Gastric Brooding Frogs. We will
never again be able to study their unusual adaptations.

All of the i1llustrations and text materials in this book have been
masterfully integrated by Halliday who 1s unusually well qualified to
do so as a scientist, public educator, artist, and conservationist. He
1s an Oxford-trained evolutionary ecologist who recently retired as
Professor in Biology at The Open University (UK). He has authored
(and often 1llustrated) many notable books on amphibians, reptiles, and
birds, and has regularly served as scientific advisor for BBC radio and
television programs. Halliday has also been one of the leaders in the
global effort to conserve amphibians, which are undergoing declines
in many parts of the world. He served for 12 years as Director of the

Task Force on Declining Amphibians of the International Union for
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Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

Beyond these and his many other professional qualifications, Tim
Halliday 1s, most importantly, an observant and spirited naturalist who
knows his animals 1n the field. It was my privilege to host him during
his first visit to America, in 1976, when we spent several days in the
Appalachian Mountains of North Carolina. One very humid, moon-
less night while walking along a long-abandoned road at the base of
Grandfather Mountain, we observed and photographed hundreds of
amphibians of nearly 20 species. There were salamanders courting on
the open ground and others climbing high above us into the vegetation
to find food. Toads sat perfectly still and methodically ate insects, one
at a time, as they crawled nearby. Frogs called and counter called from
their hidden perches 1n the trees. The explosion of all this activity and
sound around us was surreal. The emotional impact on Halliday was
profound and his excitement and shouts of joy were contagious.

Fortunately, two of the translators for this book—JIANG Ke
and WU Yunke, among today’s most outstanding young Chinese
herpetologists—are also experienced field naturalists like Halliday and
can be counted on to produce a Chinese edition that 1s faithful to the
high standards and spirit of Halliday’s original.

If you wish to try being a field naturalist, get a flashlight and go
out to a pond or stream on a humid night when the frogs are calling.

Be prepared to be amazed and inspired by the antics of these delightful

Lot CD

KRAIG ADLER
January 26, 2018
at Cornell University (USA)

creatures!
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