
The Littlest Creatures Can be Truly Amazing 

 

The other day I was watching a spider rebuilding a web and marveling at the complexity 

of the process as well as the final product.  It also occurred to me that we very often see 

things, but we don’t really SEE things—we notice them, but give them no further 

thought. 

This spider was making a web that was probably 50 of its body lengths across and there 

were a lot of radial arms that length to make before the circular strands were installed. 

The speed with which the spider could traverse the diameter of the web laying out new 

silk and managing to lay out the new strands in a very organized, symmetrical way was 

a wonder to watch.  If we humans were doing something like that, there would be a lot 

of measuring, thinking, fixing mistakes, before we had anything nearly as perfect. 

We always ask ourselves, “How do they know how to do that?” But it probably isn’t 

something they “know” in the sense that we know things. But it is difficult for us to 

understand what might be driving such critters to do the things they do, possibly 

because most everything we do is the result of a “thought” process, and we have a hard 

time believing insects and arthropods can actually “think.” 

Human babies do have certain instincts at birth, such as the instinct to suck and to 

grasp things put in their hands. We certainly have reflexes like fight or flight behaviors 

and blinking our eyes when something threatens to touch them.  

Birds, raised without ever seeing another bird fly, and even with their wings tied until 

they are mature, can, upon the removal of the ties, immediately fly. They are either born 

“knowing”, or with an instinct, of how to fly, however you prefer to think about it. 

So without getting too hung up on the proper semantics to use, here are some other 

things that are pretty amazing.  Just think about a typical insect.  They have six legs, 

most have two pairs of wings, and some have multiple pairs of eyes.  If it is proper to 

talk about their “brain” (and that may be a poor choice of words to call it that) something 

in their body must have control of all those legs, wings and the input from the eyes. 

Some of us have enough trouble coordinating the input from two eyes and the 

movement of only four appendages, even with our large brains. 

Yet even the tiniest mosquito, with its infinitesimal head, can see you, detect the CO2 

you exhale, find bare skin, fly to it, light and stick its proboscis into you for a meal. 

A delicate butterfly can find safe places to ride out storms of heavy rain and cool nights 

and emerge in the sunlight the next day. 

The life cycle of many insects involves starting as an egg, which develops into a 

caterpillar, which then then turns into a pupa and eventually emerges as an adult.  

Some insects live most of their lives in the water and only emerge above the surface 

when they change into adults.  



The monarch butterflies that we see here in the spring overwintered in Mexico, came to 

Texas to mate and lay eggs and die.  The next generation flys north for a while and 

repeats the process.  Two or three generations later, the adult monarchs do not lay 

eggs and die but instead migrate, some from New England and Canada, all the way to 

the wintering grounds in Mexico! This has to be an example of the most complex 

instinctive behavior in the animal kingdom. 

Our native plants evolved here in the Hill Country along with our native animals, 

including the insects.  So some of these insects only pollinate the native plants they 

evolved to be here with, and some of our native insects only evolved to lay their eggs on 

certain native species of plants.  When we lose native insects, we may lose the only 

species that pollinates certain native plants. And when non-native plants are introduced 

into our native habitats, they may not provide food for our native insects or other 

animals. 

The “balance of nature” which has worked for thousands of years, can be disrupted by 

killing off certain species of native plants and animals and introducing non-native 

species. We need to work to avoid all of these man-made disruptions. 

Until next time… 
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