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Anyone who has spent time watching the tiny creatures of a meadow or even a lawn knows 
that bugs are cool. If you observe ants at work, for example, you see all kinds of interesting 
events and personalities. Once you enter the bug world, it is almost like watching a movie, with 
twists of plot, drama and plenty of action. But bugs are beyond cool. They are extremely 
important when it comes to the possibility of life on the planet. Insects are the direct food 
source for huge numbers of animals. Without bugs, birds, reptiles, fish and many mammals will 
starve to death. Equally important, insects pollinate plants. When they enter a flower to collect 
the pollen or nectar, insects do the favour of starting the process of making fruit and seeds. 
Without pollinating insects, 60 percent of our agricultural plants would produce little or no 
food. The very frightening fact is that insects all around the world are disappearing. Once the 
bugs go, humans will not be very far behind.

Alpine Marmots are real family animals. Once they find their mate, they stick together for life, 
living in their underground home with their children, usually between 15 and 20 of them. This 
home stays “in the family,” being passed down from generation to generation. The family 
literally looks out for each other: individuals take turns keeping watch for danger while the 
others eat, play and rest in the meadows. If some threat arrives, the “watchdog” lets out a 
whistle and everyone hustles to safety. Marmots groom members of their family and “kiss” 
them with nose-to-nose greetings. While they hibernate together in winter, marmots lose one 
third of their body weight, and their breathing slows to two or three times per minute. 
Marmots have much to teach us busy humans about slowing down and being together.

Eurasian Skylark: With a name like skylark, it is curious that these songbirds spend more time 
on the ground than most of their winged relatives. They forage on the ground, eat on the 
ground and make their nests on the ground. They even look like the ground, with brown and 
black feathers that help camouflage them from predators. Trees interest them very little. 

Famous for their singing, skylarks were once trapped, like many European songbirds, and 
eaten. Fortunately, this practice has become illegal in several countries. 

Pygmy Shrew: How much time do you spend eating each day? Have you ever weighed your 
daily food intake? Due to its super-high metabolism, the pygmy shrew can only go for a few 
hours without eating. This means that it spends about 50 percent of its time hunting and eating, 
even in the winter, when other species of animals take the long rest of hibernation. Each and 
every day, these little creatures eat 125 percent of their body weight in insects. Given that the 
average 10-year-old girl is 70 pounds, if she had the same appetite as a shrew, she would have 
to chew and swallow about 85 pounds of food between breakfast and bedtime!  
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Hummingbird Hawk Moth: We can be certain that Saint Francis never met a hummingbird, 
but he very likely got to know a hummingbird moth. Hummingbirds are found only in North, 
South and Central America, but many countries in Europe boast of the hummingbird moth, 
which can easily be confused for its namesake. Like hummingbirds, these daylight moths flap 
their wings so rapidly (up to 70 times per second!) that they produce a loud buzz. They also 
drink the nectar of the same flowers as hummingbirds, but whereas the birds use their beaks to 
dip deep down the long-petaled flowers, the moths use their tongues, which are about as long 
as their bodies. Speaking of big, the caterpillars of these creatures are very large – longer than 
most adult human fingers. They are called hornworms, and you might find them eating up the 
leaves of your tomato plants. But before you get too angry (or grossed out), just remember 
what beautiful fliers they become. 

The Mediterranean Spur Thighed Tortoise also goes by the name of Greek tortoise, because 
its shell resembles old Greek pottery. Not just its shell, but this entire animal has an ancient 
quality. Individuals can live to be over 125 years old. Furthermore, as a family, tortoises go back 
to the dinosaurs 200 million years ago. Greek tortoises have become popular pets, but many 
outlive the humans who care for them. All this longevity, however, has not guaranteed the 
species a future. Greek tortoises, like many other reptiles, are classified as a vulnerable species, 
meaning that they are inching towards extinction due to habitat loss, pollution, exploitation and 
other humanly caused harms.   
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