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Let’s go on a treasure hunt. You don’t have to go far—you might 

hunt for treasure in your back yard, or a nearby park if it is open and 

you can stay some distance from others so that you stay well. 

The “treasure” isn’t coins or gold. Instead it is a lizard, or a particular 

kind of leaf, a snail or a bird of a particular color. These are things 

that are valuable like treasure because of their beauty, or the im-

portant “job” they have in nature, or the interesting stories about 

how they live. Thinking about it that way, there is a lot of treasure 

around us. We can have that treasure without worrying about any-

body stealing it from us, because it is treasure that we share.  

Look at that Texas Spiny Lizard pictured above. She can crawl 

straight up (or straight down) a tree trunk by hooking her little claws 

into very tiny holes, grooves, or raised places in the wood. These 

lizards can climb like Spider Man! They have spiny scales that point 

backward on their bodies, and a long tail that can break off if a bird, 

snake, or human grabs them.  And even though losing a tail is a very 

bad thing, it lets the lizard get away and keep living—and after a 
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while, a new tail grows! It’s made a little differently than 

the original tail, and it looks different, but it’s still a tail! As 

babies, they look the same, but boys grow up to look dif-

ferent than girls. They are smaller and have a patch of 

blue color on each side of the belly. Girls have wavy black 

crossbars going across the back, usually breaking up the 

pale stripes that run down the sides of the back.  Look at 

the photo on the first page; can you see why I talk about 

her as a girl? 

The Texas Spiny Lizard is treasure item #1 that you can 

look for in your yard or neighborhood. You are most likely 

to find them on tree trunks or wooden fences, watching 

for a bug that they can eat.  

k 

Check out the pair of ducks below. Are they both the 

same kind of duck? They look like different kinds of 

ducks, but they are both Mallards. This is another kind of 

animal with boys that look different from girls. You might 

find these ducks at a nearby lakeshore or at a park, if it 

has a pond. Notice the blue patch on the female’s wing—

both males and females have them, and they are easier to 

see when the ducks are flying. The male’s beautiful colors 

are mainly for getting the attention of females, kind of like 

getting dressed up to make a good impression. After 

mating, males molt their feathers into what is called 

“eclipse” plumage, which is less colorful.  

What do Mallards eat? You may notice them swimming 

on the pond’s surface and occasionally dipping headfirst 

into the shallow water to feed on seeds and plants. They 

may also search around the edge of the water for insects 

or earthworms. And we should not feed them bread! 

Bread is like junk food for ducks—it’s not the nutrition that 

they need, and the bread that doesn’t get eaten may 

grow mold and bacteria in the water. Not good for ducks 

or other animals! What can you feed them? Among the 

things that are easy to take along to feed ducks are corn 

and peas. 

Mallards and other ducks are treasure item #2 that you 

might find at a nearby park or nature refuge. 

k 

One more thing to look for in your yard, at the park, or 

other places where there is grass and other vegetation. 

Watch for grasshoppers, either holding on to plant stems 

or else jumping when you come too close. Have you 

looked closely at grasshoppers? They have long back 

legs that usually stick up over the body, folded and ready 
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Mallards—the one on the left is male, and the one on the right is female 
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to jump out of the way when they think they are in 

danger. If you hold one of them, they push against 

you with those back legs to try to get away. They 

also have chewing mouth parts and a big one can 

give you a pinch, so keep your fingers away! 

Once they jump into the air, many grasshoppers 

can fly, which helps them get even further away 

from trouble. They keep their wings folded over 

their back when not flying, as you can clearly see in 

the photo of the American Bird Grasshopper.  

See if you can find treasure item #3, a grasshopper. 

You may find a small one or a big one, a skinny one 

or a chunky one. All of them are pretty cool! 

k 

If you find any of these treasure items, maybe you 

could draw a picture of it. You could also take a 

photo of it. If you or someone you know has an ac-

count on the phone app (and website) iNaturalist, 

you could submit your observation and contribute 

to science!   
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What Grows From These Seeds? 

1 

Here’s a fun activity to test what you know about plants. On the left 

there are pictures of seeds from two plants, 1 and 2. On the right the 

pictures show the leaves of four different plants, in mixed-up order.  

Can you match the seeds to the correct plants? Just draw a line be-

tween the number and the correct letter. The answers are on the next 

page. First try to match them, and then check to see if you are right! 

2 

A 

B 

C 

D 
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What Grows From These Seeds, Answer Key (turn the page upside down) 

Michael Smith is a naturalist who has lived most of his life in North Texas. He has given talks on herpetology, led 

nature walks, and served as an officer in herpetological societies. He has written for Texas Parks & Wildlife Maga-

zine, co-authored the book Herping Texas, and has a second book expected in spring, 2020. He also works with 

children and young people as a licensed Psychological Associate. He blogs at www.livesinnature.com and is on 

Facebook (@LivesNature). He can be reached at livesinnature@outlook.com. 

Key to the photos on the previous page: 

#1: two acorns from a Blackjack Oak (goes with C) 

#2: seed pod from a Sweetgum tree (goes with B) 

 

On the right side of the page, lettered A-D, are leaves from: 

A. Prickly Ash 

B. Sweetgum (goes with #2) 

C. Blackjack Oak (goes with #1) 

D. Poison Ivy 

A book about field herping in Texas, with stories of 

travels to the Big Bend, Rio Grande Valley, Big 

Thicket, and other places, finding many of the rep-

tiles and amphibians in each region. Available at 

Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and at bookstores. 

(Texas A&M University Press, 2018) 

Speaking of Books... 

Box Turtle at Long Pond is a gorgeously illustrated book for kids 

up to grades 2 or 3 (and the rest of us who love turtles and great 

illustration). The book tells about one day in the life of an East-

ern Box Turtle as it searches for food, basks in sunlight, and 

pulls within his shell to escape being eaten by a raccoon. The 

story is engaging and child-friendly while painting an accurate 

picture of the box turtle’s life and its surroundings. It is a book 

for reading together—or for the child to read—to learn a little 

about box turtles and get pulled in to  the amazing artwork.  

William George & Lindsay George. Box Turtle at Long Pond. 1989. 

New York: Greenwillow Books. 

http://www.livesinnature.com

