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ON DUTY
BIOLOGIST WITH ALL
THE ANSWERS !


When Lars-Åke Janzon turns on his cellphone in his home in Stockholm, it sometimes happens that the phone starts ringing at six o'clock in the morning. Like when the dreaded Black Widow spider was found a few years ago in a garage a little north of the city. At times like that he is flooded with calls from radio and newspapers, and invited to every morning news talk show on TV.

Lars-Åke Janzon is an On Duty Biologist at the Museum of Natural History in Sweden, and is constantly prepared to answer everyone's questions about animals and nature. If duty calls he will not hesitate to participate in a live radio show from his cellphone on the bus going to work. Luckily Lars-Åke is not someone who is easily stressed. He is a cheerful and friendly person with a twinkle in his eye and is everyone's favorite on both radio and television.

The On Duty Biologist has an office in the southern wing of the museum. As soon as you enter the room you understand that a constant quest for answers to nature's mysteries is taking place: The high walls are covered by bursting bookshelves with titles like The World of Fossils,
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Animal Records, Sharks and Rays, Die Wildbienen, Animals' Poison, and Carl von Linnés Swedish Flora.

On the table amidst stacks of The Entomological Journal, The Swedish Botanical Journal, and Our World of Birds, you find plastic bags with parts of green plants—sent by someone who wanted to know what sort of exotic plant was growing in the backyard—and a see-through plastic box with beechnuts, oak, a number of real chestnuts, and other things for a curious biologist. A few red and slightly frail geraniums are shining in the window, and on the table in front of them stands a stereo microscope.

“I used it just the other day, to study a little insect that someone found in their bathroom and wanted to know if it was a pest. I only had a few parts, like some of the head and the middle of the body, but I could still see that it was a small Heteroptera, nothing to worry about!” Janzon announced energetically.

So what is the best part of being an On Duty Biologist?

“The diversity,” Lars-Åke answers instantly. “Diversity in regard to the questions I receive but also the diversity of people I meet in emails and on the phone. Most of all the children, from preschool age to middle school, not yet stifled by school and therefore still thinking in ways that could be considered as strange. All the difficult questions are asked by children!

“For example, ‘How big is the mouth of a worm?’ and ‘How long is the tongue of a worm?’

Luckily I have a colleague who is an expert at worms . . . ”

What few people know is that the Museum of Natural History in Stockholm not only holds exhibitions and stuffed animals, it is also a big research institution. Of the roughly 250 employees, almost 200 conduct research, including the collections and administration departments. Tat is why Lars-Åke, as a newly graduated biologist in the fall of 1972, started out taking care of the insect collection in the entomological section. Ten a few years of moving around the different departments in the museum followed; he boiled seal skulls for the collections of skeletons, made pollen forecasts, was the editor of the journal Fauna and Flora , and produced exhibitions before he returned to focus on entomology to receive a PhD degree. In 1984 he defended a thesis about Hymenoptera, who live of of maggots in potted flowers.

“But after a while it started feeling somewhat introverted; we were the only three people in the world that were experts on the species in a relatively small group within the big Hymenoptera parasitic genus Pteromalus. ”

That is why he did not hesitate when he was offered the job as an On Duty Biologist almost ten years ago. Troughout the years he has answered more than 100,000 questions from the public, not including the ones from radio, television, and newspapers.

Suddenly Lars-Åke's cellphone beeps: GREAT EGRET in HASSKEHOLM the display reads. Lars-Åke is an ornithologist and a member of Club 300, for those who enjoy seeing many and rare bird species. The club has an alarm system so that the members can quickly communicate with each other when a rare bird is spotted somewhere in the country.

Lars-Åke does not want to call himself a professional, and does not know exactly how many species of birds he has really seen. A little reluctantly, he admits that the number is probably close to 350. Although he rarely heads to the site himself, when the alarm goes of, it can be helpful for him to be aware of the sighting.

“All of a sudden someone calls and ask about some strange bird they have seen. Ten I ask where they live and if it is nearby Hässleholm—bingo!”

The questions of the “What was it that I saw?” variety are becoming increasingly common in the On Duty Biologist's box of questions. As more and more people have access to a digital camera it is easier to take a photo to send in whenever you see something interesting, from a hairy larva, a new butterfly, or an unusual spider.

“And it is a lot of fun! It is just those things we are good at here in the museum, our specialty is knowledge about species, kinship, and evolution.”

Lars-Åke Janzon was born in Malmö, Sweden, but grew up in a Stockholm suburb. He became a field biologist early on, and the fascination with birds, insects, and plants has not lessened throughout the years. He admits that his passion for nature can be a burden for people around him when taking walks together; there is always something new to discover and study. To categorize even the most common bird can be a challenge, as its appearance varies depending on age, gender, time of year, and mating costume.

As an On Duty Biologist, Lars-Åke has become one of the most well-known faces in the Museum of Natural History. Sometimes he feels like an actual celebrity. Such as when a young kid on his bicycle stops and asks him: “Are you the person in Hjärnkontoret?” And with a voice full of admiration exclaims: “You have the answers to everything—you are awesome!”

Susanne Liljenström
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WHAT
ANIMALS
DO

[image: ]

[image: ]

SWIM, FLY, JUMP, ANE RUN
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Can fish swim backwards?



Yes, there are several fish species that can swim backward. But most of them are really only drifting with the current.

Butterflyfish belong to the group of fish that actually swim backwards on purpose. It is a group of fish with fat, thin bodies, usually with a line next to the eye and sometimes a dark spot near the tail fin. The pattern works as a camouflage or defense mechanism that confuses predatory fish so that they bite at the wrong end of the prey.

Another fish that can swim backward is the tanganyikacichlid Triglachromis otostigma. It lives in the muddy ground regions of the Tanganyika Lake between Tanzania and Congo and it has developed bendable fin tips on its pectoral fins. By swimming backward, the fish can use its pectoral
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fins to dig up insect larvae that are hidden in the mud. The Knifefish, or “Black Ghost,” Apteronotus albifrons , can swim both forward and backward, and even upside down!
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Crayfish also swim backward when they are frightened. That they crawl backward, on the other hand, is a myth. We should therefore not say that crayfish can walk backward!
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Can bumblebees fly?



That bumblebees cannot fly is an old student myth. According to the myth, bumblebees are too heavy, too round, and equipped with wings far too small to fly. This is of course not true; bumblebees are in fact well equipped to fly.

The rumor of the bumblebee's inability to fly has its own story. It probably originates from a student joke at the Institute of Technology in Stockholm. The mathematical measurements that were published in the student newspaper Brux were made without considering the bumblebee's wing movements. The truth is that bumblebees cannot glide, an characteristic they share with most other insects.

If you remove the thick fur coat, the bumblebee body is quite similar to the regular Western Honey Bee. In some regards the bumblebee's ability to fly can even outperform regular bees; for example, they can fly in winds up to about 9 mph, while honey bees face a problem at only 4 mph.

That bumblebees cannot hear is, on the other hand, completely true, but they do have an excellent sense of smell.
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How long can a fly fly?



Generally speaking, insects are sensitive to wind and they try to find more calm places when it is windy. But of course there are differences between different species—there are about 4,500 different kinds of flies in Sweden.

Some horse flies can get up to 1.18 inches long and relatively heavy; they handle wind better than a housefly. But how many miles per hour can they go? That research still remains to be done! However, the On Duty Biologist has done some observations on his own: One summer day when he started his car the side windows were full of flies, probably houseflies. Most of them disappeared quite fast when the car accelerated, but not all of them. The fly that held on the longest was sitting on the left side of the car window and did not give up until the speedometer showed over 43 mph.

BY THE WAY...

In only one second a cockroach can run its own body length times thirty. It usually only runs very short distances, for example to escape the light from a lamp turned on in darkness. But when it runs, it runs fast!
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TOP SPEED FOR A FEW COMMON NORDIC ANIMALS

›   European Hare 44.7 mph

›   Mountain Hare 43.5 mph

›   Wolf 37-43.5 mph

›   Fox 31-37 mph

›   Moose, about 31 mph

›   Wild boar, like a moose but short distances

›   Roe deer, like a moose

›   Brown bear 28 mph

›   Badger 15.5-18.6 mph

›   Housefly almost 5 mph


How far can a squirrel jump?
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. . . a normal sized grasshopper can jump about 10 feet if it stretches out its wings and glides?

. . . grasshoppers normally do not fly? The pink-winged grasshopper, Bryodema tuberculata , is an exception and it can fly hundreds of feet.

. . . Roe deers and hares do not have any collarbones? Animals that run and jump a lot need the most possible mobility in the front legs and because of this the shoulder blades cannot be attached to the rest of the body.

. . . the hedgehog is great at climbing? Hedgehogs have been seen to climb fences over 6.5 feet high!

. . . the Common Swift is the bird that spends the most time in the air? From the day the bird leaves its nest it flies nonstop for about 310, 685 miles until it lands to nest for the first time, two years later.

. . . the Common Swift has such weak legs that it needs help to gain air under its wings if it lands on the ground?
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LONGEST AND HIGHEST!

Arctic Terns that nest in the Arctic Ocean and then fly to the other end of the earth to “hibernate” in Antarctica make a journey of about 24,850 miles!

Snow Geese nest on the tundra in Siberia, amongst other places. When they move south some individuals fly over the highest tops of Himalaya, more than 26,246 feet above sea level.

Rüppell's Vultures and Cinereous Vultures are known for flying high. A Rüppell's Vulture probably holds the record for highest flying; a Rüppell's Vulture almost caused a catastrophe as it was caught in a jet engine of an airplane 37,073 feet up in the air.
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RECORD-BREAKING EAGLE

Just like other birds, Golden Eagles use a few different methods to fly. When it flies under certain conditions, or rather glides downwards, it can reach a speed of almost 80 mph. A Golden Eagle in Scotland was clocked flying at a speed of 118 mph when bullied by a Peregrine Falcon, but the numbers are uncertain. The average speed for regular horizontal fight varies from about 28 to 31 mph.
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LISTEN, MAKE NOISE SEE, AND GLOW

[image: ]

Do grasshoppers have ears on their stomach?



Yes, as a matter of fact they do! Grasshoppers' hearing organs are placed on either side of the first rear body segment, or the “stomach.” Katydids and crickets have their ears placed on either side of the front shin bone, just under the knee.

Most land-dwelling animals that make sounds have ears and can hear well. Well-developed hearing organs can be found on insects that produce sound for their own purposes, for example grasshoppers, katydids, and cicadas.

Many insects react to sound waves without having a specific hearing organ. Especially low tones can create vibrations in solid objects, for example an insect body. The vibrations are perceived through sensory cells that can be found in Johnston's organ. This organ is placed in the antennae, and it is formed to a greater or lesser degree depending on the insect. The Chironomidaes and the mosquitoes have the most well developed Johnston's organ.
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BUZZ, RUSTLE, SNAP

Insects buzz, rustle, snap, and make other sounds in different ways. In most cases the sound is a side effect that has no distinct purpose, sort of like the sound from an engine. However, some insects consciously produce sound to communicate. It can be used as a means of contact between sexes, like for example with grasshoppers and katydids, or with miscellaneous individuals as is the case with social insects like wasps and bees. In a few cases it is believed that the sound has a frightening effect, for example the Death's-head Hawkmoth's squeaking, chirping sound or the Apollo butterfy's rattling when you get too close to them.

A common way for insects to communicate is to rub two body parts against each other. One body part that is equipped with a row of small teeth, the so-called file or bow, is rubbed against a raised segment on another body part and it creates vibrations, the same way as when you pull your nails over a comb. On grasshoppers it is the thighs that act as bows and they are rubbed fast against a raised segment on the narrow and hard forewings. On katydids it is the left wing base that is the bow, and it is rubbed against the right wing base that has a rasp next to a crystal-clear membrane, the mirror. When the katydid wants to play it lifts its wings and moves them sideways so the bow is touching the rasp and the membrane starts swinging very fast.

GRASSHOPPER OR KATYDID?

Grasshoppers have short antennae, while katydids have very long antennae and are also usually bigger than grasshoppers.

[image: ]

. . . a normal dog can perceive very high tones of up to 100,000 Hz? That is about five times higher than what a human can hear. They also have a better ability to sense lower frequencies.

. . . some wolf spider males court their females by drumming their abdomen against a surface? The females do not have any ears, but they can feel the vibrations.

. . . Fieldfares can hear the worms under the ground? To be able to better locate where the worm is digging through the soil they angle their head and ears toward the ground. Many people might believe that it is pure luck when the Fieldfares peck their beaks into the ground and pull up a long worm. But it's not the case!
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usually in the same day!
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The squirrel standing still on its branch and movingits head
quickly up and down s thinking and guessing how far aw:
that other branch is. When it jumps straight out, it can go
for about 4.9 fect before it starts falling down. If the squir-
el fails to hit the branch it wants, it can handle falling
down equally as far, before it lands on a branch closer o the
ground. If the squirrel is being hunted, it can manage even
longer jumps. Those are the moments when you can sce it

“Ry” 32 to 39 feet and then quickly run off without having

hurtitself. But jumps like that are rare to catcha glimpse of.

As the squirrel jumps it extends its legs and arms almost
straight out in all directions. That way the stomach and
arms create a larger gliding surface that makes it fly longer
in the air. The squirrel also uses its tail to control its direc-
tion and keep its balanc
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Tmagine being a squirrel sitting on the branch of a spruce
and getting readsy to jump. You raise and lower your head up
and down and look carefully at the branch you are aiming
for. When you move your head this way, it is casier to judge

the distance.
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