Finding frozen frogs


Cocoa and I were at the dog park last year in November when I made an amazing discovery. The park, which is part of Cleary Lake Regional Park in Prior Lake, has about 40 acres of scrub brush and prairie grass with a small fenced in pond. Cocoa, who is part Springer spaniel and part Irish setter, is madly in love with water and persists in swimming in the pond for as long as the water is open. In fact, one of her favorite activities is stomping on the ice along the edge of the pond until it breaks so that she can get at the water down below and she has even been known to jump into spring fed lakes in the dead of the winter despite winter winds and falling snow. It was Cocoa, therefore, who led me to my amazing discovery. 


We entered the pond area, and as usual, she began circling the pond, which had just begun to freeze over, sniffing and searching for anything with a heartbeat. I was less interested in exploring the pond and was somewhat lost in my thoughts when I noticed that Cocoa had something unusual in her mouth. Directing my full attention to my dog, I realized that she was playing with a dead frog. “How odd!” I thought, “Where on earth would that have come from?” Walking down to the edge of the pond, I then saw an even stranger sight. A leopard frog appeared to be frozen in the ice, just inches from the shore. I knew that leopard frogs hibernated during the winter, but had always assumed that they buried themselves in the mud along shorelines like turtles. What was this frog’s story? Was it dead? Was it alive? Was it swimming along minding its own business until overtaken by the ice, or had it intentionally planted itself in that location to hibernate for the winter?


As I contemplated the fate of the frozen frog, I noticed that there were about twenty more frogs frozen in or just under the ice a few feet further down the shoreline. Where did they all come from I wondered? I had never realized there were so many amphibians living in this tiny land-locked pond. Just then, Cocoa came bounding over and stomped on the ice, shattering it into shards and sending water flying everywhere. Horrified, I looked to the frozen frogs and then…saw…them…begin…to…slowly…

swim...away! It was as if they were sleep swimming, their cold-blooded bodies just barely warm enough to function. What an amazing sight it was!


Frogs and other amphibians are indicator species, meaning that their health is directly correlated to the health of our waters. While working at the Wisconsin DNR a few years back, I was responsible for collecting data on deformed frogs found by citizens around the state. These were frogs born with missing limbs, fused body parts and extra tails, much like the fish in the Simpsons. Researchers are still trying to determine the exact causes of these abnormalities, but the general consensus is that environmental toxins such as pesticides in the water are at least partially to blame. 
  

If the dreary November weather is starting to get you down, fear not, there is still the possibility of a remarkable outdoor experience, despite the grey skies and bare trees. When the thermometer drops, hit the water’s edge and see if you can find your own frozen frogs. If your property borders on a wetland, lake, stream or river, you can support frog and turtle populations by leaving at least a portion of your water’s edge unmowed and allowing native terrestrial and aquatic plants to provide habitat for the animals. We can all help to limit the amount of chemicals in our waters by reducing our use of pesticides and fertilizers and keeping chemicals residue off of the pavement and in our yards. 
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