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THESE PoP
ARE MORE T

hey dapple Tennessee’s landscape though most folks
might not see them or may consider them unimpor-
tant if they do.

“They look like black teardrops on the landscape when
viewed from above,” said Jon Evans, University of the South
— Sewanee, biology professor and assistant provost for envi-
ronmental stewardship and sustainability. “You might not
notice them when passing by.”

Ephemeral ponds, they’re called. They fill in late fall and
then are gone — dried up - a few months later.

During the cool, wet winter and
spring months, they are hubs of activity
- critical breeding grounds and nurs-
eries for many salamanders and frogs.
They also are home to tiny crustaceans,
such as fairy shrimp and copepods.

“A lot of the biological diversity of
the Southeast is concentrated in these
small, spatially discrete, very distinctive
ecosystems,” said William Wolfe, with
the U.S. Geological Survey's Tennessee
Water Science Center.

But the ponds — slow to drain depres-
sions found in places such as forests,
plamns and prairielands - have declined
nationwide over the decades with urban-
ization, agriculture and timbering.

The Cumberland Plateau has not
escaped the loss of habitat, according to
the Landscape Analysis Lab in Sewanee.
From 1981-2010 about 25 percent of
the ponds in a six-county area on the
plateau lost the forest caver that is cru-
cial to them, Evans said.

The ponds, also referred to as ver-
nal ponds or ephemeral wetland pools,
remain somewhat elusive.

While on the radar screen of many
wildlife, forestry and environmental offi-
cials, they need more attention to stop
their continuing decline, experts say.

On a chilly, early spring day, Evans
was doing his part, leading a group of
conservation biology students to one of
these “teardrop” shallow ponds. Found
near an unpaved road on Sewanee’s
13,000-acre, forested campus, the water’s
calm surface and quiet surroundings
belied the frenetic activity of small ani-
mals and microscopic creatures below.

Decaying Sweetgum, Chestnut
Oak and other fallen leaves gave the
water a darkish tint that reflected a clear
sky, crisscrossed with overhanging, bare
tree branches.

Clad in hip boots, Evans waded to
a partially submerged log and pulled up
a fist-sized mass of eggs: Spotted
Salamander eggs to be specific. The

jelly-like glob with dark developing
eggs gave evidence of the age-old,
annual migration that many amphibians
make to breed and start new genera-
tions. Students gathered closer and sev-
eral reached out with curiosity to touch
the mass.
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HEADED OUT TO BREED

Spotted Salamanders are land ani-
mals that spend most of their lives hid-
den under logs and rocks, but they are
among the amphibians that need water
to reproduce. They move to their tradi-
tional pools when the time is right,
with the rains of late fall/early winter,

With their flamboyant yellow spots,
the salamanders are, when on their mis-
sion, one of nature’s impressive sights

“You can see them marching
through the leaves to their pond.”
Evans said with a smile.

Marbled Salamanders, which are
smaller than the spotted variety, are on
an carlier schedule. September 30
proved to be the big evening when the
ones near Evans’s house were spurred
to move this past year, and he happened
to be outside.

“Marbled Salamanders were walk-
ing down the trail with me,” he said. “It
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