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“Wild Life! reminds us of the interconnectedness of all wild beings, and of the role we all play within that complexity.”

—Adrian Grenier, UN Environment Goodwill Ambassador, impact investor, and cofounder of Lonely Whale
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Praise for Wild Life!



“Embracing the wild means stepping back and connecting with the larger complexity. By focusing on nature’s lesser-known but critical species and the people who work to protect them, Wild Life! reminds us of the interconnectedness of all wild beings, and of the role we all play within that complexity.”

—ADRIAN GRENIER, UN Environment Goodwill Ambassador, impact investor, and cofounder of Lonely Whale

“An intersectional approach to the protection of both people + planet that seeks to uplift all people and empower Indigenous voices is crucial to restoring the wild! It takes all of us to save the planet—read this book and gain insights from the best!”

—LEAH THOMAS, founder of Intersectional Environmentalist

“We all have our own story to tell, and this book contains stories of species and the incredible people protecting them. It celebrates their quirks and talents, and their importance to the amazing, interconnected system of the wild.”

—KARRUECHE TRAN, actor and model

“Wild Life! takes us on a fact-based ride through the wild and wonderful world of species that are little known, seldom seen, and in need of more love. Geek out over these animals—they’ll definitely grab your attention and take you to places you didn’t know existed.”

—CARL SAFINA, author of Becoming Wild: How Animal Cultures Raise Families, Create Beauty, and Achieve Peace
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Introduction


From the tiniest mouse to the most colossal whale—and all the whimsical and fantastical animals in between—all living things on our planet are part of Earth’s biodiversity. The diversity of life is key to healthy ecosystems, and healthy ecosystems are the immune system of our planet. They curb climate change, prevent catastrophic fires and pandemics, regulate our weather, and ensure a healthy planet for all life on Earth—including humans. Though the extinction of a single species may not spell catastrophe for our planet, each species that vanishes pushes us closer to finding ourselves on an unlivable Earth.

Here’s the kicker, though: Ecosystems contain more than plants and animals. YOU play a role too. Everyone you know plays their own critical part in keeping the world keepin’ on, and if that sounds really meta…that’s because it is. Now is the time to rewild our planet.

What does “rewild” mean? Well, for example, you can rewild your backyard by planting some native trees or plants. You could also rewild mainland Australia by reintroducing the Tasmanian Devil to its ecosystems after being absent for three thousand years. Rewilding is all about restoring and rebalancing the Earth. It’s also about rewilding ourselves and reveling in the wonders of the wild. Simply put, that’s Re:wild’s mission, and that’s what we’re trying to do with this very cool and very fun book you’re currently holding.

In Wild Life! we’ll introduce you to one hundred animals who fly a little more under the radar. You’ve probably seen a million books about charismatic megafauna like pandas, lions, and elephants, but what about the little guys whose stories are rarely told, the hidden gems of the natural kingdom? Ever heard of the Pink-Headed Duck? Now you have.

Wild Life! shines a light on the animals you’ve never heard of, including a few that have been lost to science for decades (we call these “Lost Species”), and encourages you to reimagine our collective role in self-sustaining ecosystems.

In this book, you’ll get to know these underfrogs—as we like to call them!—from all seven continents, as well as certain “celebrity animals,” and even some stories about the people who work on protecting these species every day, aka Re:wild’s “guardians.” Most of these profiles include beautiful, full-color photographs, but for our “Lost Species” features, we had to get creative by illustrating these animals the best we could.

At Re:wild, we’re actively working every single day to protect and restore many of the animals—and their homes—that you’ll find in these pages. We do it for our underfrogs, for ourselves, and, most importantly, for all life on Earth—now, and for years to come. We hope that you might want to help too.

Without further ado, we invite you to rewild yourself—and help us rewild the world!
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EUROPEAN HAMSTER

Animal: European Hamster, aka Common Hamster

Class: Mammalia (Mammal)

Species: Cricetus cricetus

Status: Critically Endangered

Population Trend: Decreasing


[image: Small red-and-white hamster in grass]
European Hamster, in a cemetery in Vienna, Austria.
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Yup, you guessed it—these little beans are the wild relatives of the pet hamster you might have had growing up! They look like your typical hamster but mixed with a red panda because of their blotchy reddish-blackish coat. While the European Hamster is just as cute and chonky as its domesticated cousin, it is definitely not as snuggly. They are quite ferocious, even though they weigh only 1 pound (0.453 kilograms). But wow, are they cute!

From “Common” to Not So Much

The European Hamster, also called the Common Hamster, is actually not all that “common” anymore. Sadly, it recently went from Least Concern to Critically Endangered. While the European Hamster used to be found in cereal fields on löss (loess)/loamy soils and in natural steppes, the intensification of agriculture, climate change, and possibly light pollution have all strained European Hamster populations.

Warmer winters due to climate change are one of the biggest threats to these little expert burrowers. During the typically colder months, they use their teeny, tiny paws to dig holes that are more than 6 feet (2 meters) deep—quite impressive if you ask us!—and curl up to hibernate there, usually protected by a layer of snow that keeps their winter home nice and insulated. But with these new warmer winters, there’s been less snowfall, less protection, and, subsequently, fewer European Hamsters.

Saving a Keystone Species

European Hamsters are what’s known as a “keystone species,” which means they play a huge role in keeping their ecosystem healthy. If European Hamsters were to disappear, all the animals who eat them would go hungry, and so on and so forth until their whole ecosystem collapses.

There is a glimmer of hope: The European Hamster has been reintroduced in France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany in recent years, and their second comings have seemed to be pretty effective at upping their population! In 2009, the Bern Convention created an action plan to update protection policies for the hamster in those countries. The population is monitored regularly in Western Europe, and has spread to Poland, Czech Republic, Ukraine, and more.

Hopefully, full protection plans will also spread throughout the European Hamster’s range, and someday soon the Common Hamster will actually be considered “common” once again.


underfrog fact

The female hamster’s pregnancy only lasts an average of eighteen days!








EUROPEAN BISON

Animal: European Bison, aka Wisent

Class: Mammalia (Mammal)

Species: Bison bonasus

Status: Vulnerable

Population Trend: Increasing


[image: Bison with snow falling]
European Bison, Shahdag National Park, Azerbaijan.

Photo © Rustam Maharramov, WWF Azerbaijan



The biggest land mammal in all of Europe, the European Bison can tip the scale at anywhere from 705 to 2,200 pounds (between 320 and 1,000 kilograms). The European Bison has a slightly lankier build than the North American Bison, its hair is definitely not as shaggy, and its horns are more curved and cow-like. Basically, it’s more suave and, well, European-looking.

While European Bison generally prefer open spaces to chomp some grass and freely headbutt one another, they’ve essentially been forced into little remote forests in Europe over the years.

A Cave Painter’s Muse

According to DNA evidence, it’s assumed that this big old beefy hunk first appeared over 120,000 years ago. This Wisent (a fancy name for bison) has even been depicted in cave drawings.

You might be wondering: If these big beasts have been around for literally hundreds of thousands of years, how on Earth did they become listed as Vulnerable? Well, we’ll tell you: poaching.

While poaching hit the bison the hardest, other causes include the displacement of herds as the result of human settlement and agriculture. These poor guys really can’t catch a break.

Super Poopers

The European Bison is a “keystone species.” They can eat up to 132 pounds (60 kilograms) of vegetation every day, which keeps landscapes open. They roll around in sandpits and then poop in them. And poop is good! Poop is fertilizer, and fertilizer keeps plants growing. To put it frankly, healthy ecosystems need the European Bison and their poop!

The Białowieża Forest Getaway

Although the European Bison went Extinct in the wild in 1927, experts have been using strategic breeding programs to keep track of them since 1932. And thanks to those last fifty-five bison that were kept in zoos and on private estates, the keystone species miraculously survived!

In 1952 the first bison were released into the Białowieża Forest, a cute little spot on the border of Poland and Belarus. Today, the Białowieża Forest is home to around 1,350 European Bison, with another 4,800 living wild in other parts of Europe, and 2,200 still part of a conservation breeding program for future reintroductions. Progress!


underfrog fact

In the early sixteenth century, a Polish king made poaching these bison punishable by the death penalty, and only local royalty and their special guests were permitted to hunt them!








RUSSIAN DESMAN

Animal: Russian Desman

Class: Mammalia (Mammal)

Species: Desmana moschata

Status: Endangered

Population Trend: Decreasing
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Russian Desman, the Bryansk Forest Nature Reserve, Russia.
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The Russian Desman is more or less what you’d get if you imagined crossing a platypus with a mole, and then gave it eyes that looked perpetually shocked. This semiaquatic native to Kazakhstan, Russia, and maybe even Ukraine, spends its days messing around in whatever floodplains it can find its way into! As of right now, only about eight thousand to ten thousand desmans are still wildin’ out in these areas, classifying them as Endangered.

Dreading Droughts

Since around the early twentieth century, these bizarre little furballs have been steadily decreasing because of land reclamation, construction, and poaching. Not to mention A LOT of droughts, which have really ruined the desman’s day. This desman lives in an ambient temperature that drastically changes from season to season, so they’re pretty good at adapting, but still—an increase in droughts and lack of floods? No thank you! The Russian Desman has no interest in living—or reproducing, for that matter—in dry, warm places where the water is drying up and shallow!

Saving the Desman

As for conservation efforts, the only thing really helping these guys out is their Status 2 listing in the Red Data Book of the Russia Federation, which indicates their population is going down. This status makes hunting them illegal and designates some protected spots just for them! In the middle of the last century, a giant-scale reacclimatization—returning the animals to a habitat where they once lived but then disappeared from—for the desman was carried out. The desman was also released into new but similar habitats to acclimate there.

In the 1990s, Russian politics shifted direction and environmental issues were sadly shoved to the side. Poaching picked up again, and desmans suffered as a consequence. Today, poaching has mostly been shut down. The main issue the Russian Desman faces now is rising temperatures as a result of climate change.

Looking ahead, monitoring desman populations is critical, as is preserving their reserves and creating more nurseries to breed desmans in human care. The end goal will be to release the little guys into nature again. The very first Russian Desman nursery is being constructed right now thanks to a presidential grant.


underfrog fact

The desman is a riparian species, meaning it depends on rivers and lives in burrows in their banks.








EUROPEAN POND TURTLE

Animal: European Pond Turtle

Class: Reptilia (Reptile)

Species: Emys orbicularis

Status: Near Threatened

Population Trend: Unspecified


[image: Turtle underwater surrounded by pond foliage]
European Pond Turtle, Danube Delta, Romania.

Photo © Magnus Lundgren, Wild Wonders of Europe, Nature Picture Library



The European Pond Turtle spends its days just hanging at the pond, lounging on rocks, and basking in the warm glow of the western Palearctic sun. It helps itself to a buffet-style assortment of insects, frogs, and fishes when it’s in the mood for a snack, and then goes and basks on another rock.

A Pet Threat

Not everything has been all sunshine and rainbows for this little turtle, though—it faces a plethora of threats, including hunting, and because of the gorgeous yellow flecks on its body, the European Pond Turtle has become an unfortunate target of the European pet trade.

Protecting Their Ponds

The European Pond Turtle is legally protected, and conservation efforts have popped up all over Europe. In Hungary in 2002, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) launched a turtle protection program that conducted regular habitat surveys and went into schools to raise awareness of the Near Threatened turtle. Germany has also gotten in on the action by focusing on long-term conservation in Brandenburg, and a reintroduction program has been started in Frankfurt.

So far, the most successful attempt to save the European Pond Turtle has been France’s reintroduction program. Between 2000 and 2002, France managed to release thirty-five adult European Pond Turtles into Lake Bourget, Savoie. The majority of these turtles survived and went on to make some quaint and incredibly homey nests.

Significant Nutrient Recyclers

Back in the day, turtle populations thrived in droves, and they were architects in their environments. Because there were so many of them, European Pond Turtles played a huge role in reworking soils and pond floors, and dispersing seeds and other nutrients all over their habitats. The gradual decline of the European Pond Turtle means they haven’t been able to play their ecological roles to the same extent. In turn, the ponds, lakes, and streams they live in are—sigh—not nearly as biodiverse as they once were.


underfrog fact

European Pond Turtles found in northern Europe tend to be larger than those found down south.








OLM

Animal: Olm, aka Cave Salamander

Class: Amphibia (Amphibian)

Species: Proteus anguinus

Status: Vulnerable

Population Trend: Decreasing
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Olm, Divje Jezero, Slovenia.

Photo © Arne Hodalič, Wild Wonders of Europe, Nature Picture Library



Olms, or Cave Salamanders, are just about the strangest, most unbelievable animals you could possibly imagine—so strange that locals in Bosnia once believed they were baby dragons! These supposed baby dragons have been around for an estimated 8.8–20 million years and can live longer than a century, but according to scientists, Olms haven’t done much at all in that time. One Olm was recorded staying completely still for 2,569 days straight—that’s SEVEN YEARS (and two weeks, if we’re being really specific!). Olms live in northern Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and possibly Montenegro.

Very, VERY Slow and Steady

Being slow and mostly stationary, the Olm, on average, moves about 16 feet (5 meters) per year. Since they’ve adapted to living in the otherworldly submerged caves of Dinaric karst, Olms have a specific cave-centric skill set. Olms are basically blind but have developed a wild sense of smell, taste, and hearing. Olms also barely need oxygen and can go several years without eating, so there really is no need for them to exert energy. They might have to expend a little energy when it’s time to reproduce, but even one gestation period lasts twelve and a half years—so really, there’s no rush.

Living Their Karst Life

As far as threats go, karst pollution caused by rain and runoff from waste disposal sites is a big problem for the Olm. The now-Vulnerable Olms rely on having clean water around them and land above them, and since they’ve gotten so used to karst living over the last several million years, any change in their environment is a total shock to their system.

The Olm was first protected in Slovenia in 1922. Sadly, these restrictions didn’t stop people from getting their hands on them, and eventually, the poor Olm found itself in the middle of a nasty black market trade. In 1982, it was put on an endangered species list and protected by the Bern Convention on wildlife protection.


Avoiding Olm-ost Extinct

Nowadays, the Olm is mostly found in caves of Dinaric karst. There are some efforts to breed them in human care, and some other conservationists are testing the environmental DNA in the karst streams to learn more about this ever-whimsical cave salamander—noninvasively, we might add!


underfrog fact

The Olm has been named one of Slovenia’s national treasures and is featured on one of their coins.








MALLORCAN MIDWIFE TOAD

Animal: Mallorcan Midwife Toad

Class: Amphibia (Amphibian)

Species: Alytes muletensis

Status: Vulnerable

Population Trend: Increasing


[image: toad with eggs on its rear]
Male Mallorcan Midwife Toad, carrying eggs, Spain.

Photo © Albert Llea, Minden Pictures



If you’re looking for a species that flips gender roles on their head, look no further than the Mallorcan Midwife Toad! The females of this species compete to mate with available bachelors, and the males carry the babies! And since the males carry the eggs by having a whole string of them wrapped around their ankles, we’d say their gestation period is pretty, uh…binding.

These little spotted radicals can only be found on Mallorca, a large island off the coast of Spain. More specifically, they are found up on steep slopes in the Mallorcan mountains and in the gorges of Serra de Tramuntana, where they inhabit pools along the torrents.

From Fossilized to Fully Realized

The Mallorcan Midwife Toad was first discovered in 1977 as a fossil. Everyone figured they had gone Extinct, but two years later, living tadpoles were found! Since then, these froggy folks have met their matches in several other residents of Mallorca. One predator, the Viperine Snake—a non-native species to the island—won’t hesitate to gobble them up. And while the larger Green Frog won’t eat the Mallorcan Midwife Toad, being in constant competition with them for food gets a little exhausting. Tourism also takes up a lot of the toad’s water supply.

Few and Far Between

From a conservation standpoint, the Mallorcan Midwife Toad is one of the most important species in all of Europe. This is mainly because of how few there are and how small and specific their habitat is. There’s also evidence that their population used to be a lot bigger. All of this qualifies the Mallorcan Midwife Toad for some of the top wildlife protection measures, including conservation laws at both the state and regional level.

Luckily, these nonconformist toads are basically crushing it as far as species restoration goes! Not only have they mastered breeding in human care, but at least ten populations have been reintroduced into the wild since 1988! Today, conservationists are mainly focused on building new pools for the little froggies since there are still so few options for reintroduction sites.

The Mallorcan Midwife Toad may be classified as Vulnerable, but thanks to the hard work of toad enthusiasts, hopefully they won’t be for long!


underfrog fact

These frogs court each other through various high-pitched “Pi…pi…pi!” sounds.








CRAU PLAIN GRASSHOPPER

Animal: Crau Plain Grasshopper

Class: Insecta (Insect)

Species: Prionotropis rhodanica

Status: Critically Endangered

Population Trend: Decreasing
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Crau Plain Grasshoppers, Crau Plain, France.

Photo © Axel Hochkirch



There’s really no other way to put it—the Crau Plain Grasshopper is an enigma. Little is known about why the southern France native’s population has decreased over the last two decades, especially in the Crau steppe, which is a protected area. The camo-colored grasshopper is pretty large—males are about 1.5 inches (31 millimeters), females about 2 inches (45 millimeters)—but that’s about where their grasshopper-ness ends. These guys are elusive; they can’t fly; they don’t really like to sing; and despite being a “grasshopper,” they’re rather reluctant to hop around on grasses. This is one of the reasons why they can be so hard to find!

The Crau Plain Grasshopper’s average life cycle is about forty to forty-six days; they hatch in April, become adults toward the end of May, do the deed, lay eggs, and then live until sometime around July. That’s it! In the little time that they do have, the Crau Plain Grasshopper is a total freakin’ force when it comes to nutrient cycling. It feeds on a diversity of plants, and then becomes important prey for the birds of the Crau steppe.

At the beginning of the last century, the grasshopper’s steppe habitat was partly converted into hay meadow, orchards, farmland, and industrial sites that threatened their survival. Current data points to intensive sheep grazing as the primary threat for the Crau Plain Grasshopper.

And we’ve got to give it up to the French Army for their commitment to the wild. In 2014, after learning that their project to build a new weapons warehouse threatened the grasshopper’s biggest subpopulation, they called off the entire thing and went on to promote the conservation of the species. Talk about an environmental victoire.

Who Let the Detection Dogs Out?

In 2014, a new breeding trial was started that produced a ton of eggs and showed some of the first breeding success. As for out in the wild? Conservationists fenced in one small part of the Crau Plain Grasshopper’s habitat and saw a significant increase in that population too! And in an innovative twist to try to find more of these easily hidden grasshoppers, researchers have actually begun training detection dogs to find them!


underfrog fact

While male Crau Plain Grasshoppers don’t have a loud song to attract females like most other grasshoppers do, they do have a loud song that’s only produced after mating.








BEARDED VULTURE

Animal: Bearded Vulture, aka Lammergeier

Class: Aves (Bird)

Species: Gypaetus barbatus

Status: Near Threatened

Population Trend: Decreasing


[image: vulture flying above mountains]
Bearded Vulture, Valais, Switzerland.

Photo © Olivier Born



The Bearded Vulture is probably the most hard-core animal on Earth. First off, it eats bones. And not just the bone marrow, the entire bone. It’s also known to rub soil and iron oxide from sulfur springs into its feathers, turning them blood red, which some experts believe is actually an intimidation tactic. Numerous fables and legends surround the animal—which is unsurprising, considering it looks like a cross between a phoenix and, well…basically any villain in a sci-fi movie ever. It’s even been blamed for the murder of Greek dramatist Aeschylus, who died when a bird, presumed to be the Bearded Vulture, mistook his bald head for a rock and dropped a turtle on it, killing him.

The “Bone-Eater”

Fittingly known in Crete as the “bone-eater,” this real-life mythological animal spends its days scavenging for the skeletons of picked-apart carcasses. It swallows small bones whole and breaks bigger ones by dropping them on rocks and flying after them with its signature spiral dive. It has a stomach acid pH of 1, so this raptor is able to digest even the densest of bones in less than twenty-four hours. The thing is also HUGE—it has a wingspan from anywhere between 7 and 9 feet (2–3 meters) and can grow up to 4 feet (1.22 meters) tall!

Raptor Rumors

Back in the 1900s, the Bearded Vulture—also known as the lammergeier, which translates to “lamb vulture” in German—was hunted to extinction in many parts of its European range. It didn’t actually eat lambs, nor did it eat children, like many people believed! Fearing their own kids would be snatched up by a lammergeier, people took to hunting and poisoning the birds, and almost managed to eradicate the entire species from Europe.
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“Wild Life! reminds us of the interconnectedness of all wild beings,
and of the role we all play within that complexity.”

—Adrian Grenier, UN Environment Goodwill Ambassador, impact investor, and cofounder of Lonely Whale
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