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No one likes soggy, mushy boots, and trudging through swampy mud is usually not all that fun. 
We humans tend to like solid ground and dry footwear. This preference is partly to blame for 
our terrible treatment of wetlands around the world. We’ve drained them, filled them, buried 
them and junked them at an alarming rate. But protecting our feet and expanding our farm and 
urban lands have cost us dearly. Freshwater wetlands directly support 40 percent of all species 
while only taking up 1 percent of the surface of the Earth. 

Ironically, when we get rid of wetlands, we put ourselves in increased danger of flooding, 
because these ecosystems naturally regulate the flow of water. At the same time, they store 
water against drought, constantly filtering it of muck and pollution. The loss of wetlands is one 
of the greatest accelerators of species extinction, especially for amphibians. As the world’s 
weather grows hotter and more unpredictable due to climate change, the value of biodiverse 
wetlands grows more and more obvious. If we do not begin widespread restoration, 
preservation and caring for the Earth’s wetlands, we’ll all be in very hot water indeed.  

Diving Bell Spider: Over hundreds of thousands of years, this species of spider spent more 
and more time in the pool until finally it just moved in permanently. Now this is the only 
spider that spends its entire life under water. Nevertheless, just like its relatives on land, the 
diving bell spider needs oxygen-rich air to survive, so it has developed its own little scuba gear, 
which traps an air bubble around its abdomen. The spider then deposits the bubble in the 
special web it creates in underwater plants. It then sticks its head into the bubble to breathe 
and eat! That’s a lot of amazing work just to stay in the pool all the time.

Fly Agaric Mushrooms: Alice got to know this mushroom very well during her conversations 
with the caterpillar in Wonderland. While it is exceptionally pretty, it is dangerous to eat, 
except if you happen to be a birch tree. In that case, the fly agaric mushroom provides you with 
wholesome, healthy nutrients through your roots. Here’s a great example of a symbiotic 
relationship, where the tree offers the mushroom shade, moisture and cool, while the 
mushroom helps out the tree with food. The same kind of friendly relationship does not hold 
with other species. People used to crumble the big, red heads of the mushrooms into saucers 
of milk, which would attract hungry flies, who then died of poisoning.  

Swan: Everywhere swans are big (their wingspan can be close to 2.5 metres), but in England 
they were once a very, very big deal. Considered embodiments of grace, nobility and regality, 
swans became a status symbol and luxury good in Britain of the Middle Ages. Ownership of 
swans was strictly regulated, and all owners had to purchase an expensive permit. This meant 
that only the rich and powerful could boast of having swans. If any of the many laws regarding 
swans were broken, the guilty party could face a year in prison! Unfortunately, the care for 
these great creatures was motivated more out of concern for the reputation of the wealthy 
owners than for the well-being of the swans themselves. Something similar happens
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today with all the designer dogs, cats and other pets that people keep in order to impress 
others.

Viviparous Lizard: In Ireland, this little lizard is one of a kind, being the country’s only native 
reptile. In another way as well, it was born very special. Most reptiles begin as eggs the 
mothers lay either underground or in sheltered areas. The viviparous mother actually incubates 
her eggs inside her body, from which the babies emerge alive and squirming. And what a 
strange body it is! If another animal tries to attack it, the lizard will literally drop its tail, which 
continues to wiggle about and make a getaway. Soon enough, a new, although shorter, tail will 
grow back from the stump!

Pine Martens are about the size of an average house cat but not nearly so affectionate. In 
fact, they are quite rare to come by, even in areas where their populations have recovered 
after dropping dramatically due to human exploitation. Related to ferrets, otters and weasels, 
martens are like cats in being very agile, able to climb trees (thanks to retractable claws) and 
nearly always landing on their feet when they happen to miss a branch while jumping from tree 
to tree. They seem to eat just about anything, including grey squirrels, which is an important 
fact for red squirrels in Britain. Recently introduced to the United Kingdom, grey squirrels have 
had a harmful effect on the native red squirrel population, having brought a strange disease 
and competition for food. Slower and fatter than red squirrels, the greys end up more often as 
meals for martens. Therefore, where martens have rebounded in Britain, red squirrels are 
starting to do the same. Creation often corrects itself when given the chance. 

© 2020 Greg Kennedy SJ


	Untitled



