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Out	there	in	that	nice	big	
woodpile	 you’re	 consum-
ing	this	winter	there	are	any	
number	 of	 insects,	 spiders	
and	 other	 six-	 and	 eight-
legged	 creatures	 sleeping	
away	 the	 winter.	 (What	 a	
rude	 awakening	 it	 must	 be	
when	 they	 suddenly	 find	
themselves	in	the	consuming	
breath	of	summer!)

When	 you	 walk	 across	
the	grass	in	your	front	yard,	
please	don’t	stomp	your	feet;	
there	are	hundreds	of	other	
creatures	down	there,	sleep-
ing	away	 the	winter.	While	
out	in	the	hayfields	hundreds	
of	ground	squirrels	are	snor-
ing	away.	(But	not	gophers,	
they’re	food	for	 the	beauti-
ful	rough-legged	hawks	that	
come	down	from	the	Arctic	
Circle	 to	spend	winter	with	
us.)	

There’s	a	very	special	bird	
we	see	in	Sisters	Country	in	
summer	 that	 sleeps	 away	
winter:	 the	 common	 poor-
will,	 the	 smallest	 of	 the	
nightjars.	If	you	were	watch-
ing	the	road	ahead	of	you	on	
a	night	last	summer,	you	may	
have	seen	its	huge	eyes	shin-
ing	back	at	you	just	before	it	
flew	up	in	front	of	you.	

You	could	have	mistaken	
the	 poorwill	 for	 another	
nightjar,	our	common	night-
hawk,	 but	 poorwills	 are	
half	 their	size.	While	“our”	
nighthawks	at	 this	moment	
are	 gobbling	 up	 nocturnal	
insects	in	Central	and	South	
America,	 the	 poorwills	
are	 actually	 still	 in	 North	
America,	 sleeping	 it	 off	 in	
the	 southern	 parts	 of	 their	
range.

In	 1948,	 Dr.	 Edmund	
Jaeger,	 a	 biology	 teacher	
from	 Riverside	 Junior	
College	 in	 California,	 was	

out	 birding	 with	 a	 group	
of	students	 in	nearby	creek	
washes,	 when	 one	 of	 the	
group	saw	what	appeared	to	
be	the	back	end	of	a	nightjar	
protruding	 from	 the	 stream	
bank	and	roots	of	the	willows	
and	oaks.	

Curious	 (as	 most	 teach-
ers	are),	Jaeger	took	a	closer	
look	at	the	bird	and	noticed	
it	 appeared	 to	be	dead,	 but	
when	 he	 and	 his	 students	
picked	 it	 up	 to	 examine	 it	
they	noticed	it	was	warm.	Lo	
and	behold,	they	became	the	
first	humans	to	report	a	bird	
going	into	a	state	of	hiberna-
tion.	But	not	the	first	to	see	
it…	

The	 Native	 American	
Hopi	 people	 were	 likely	
aware	 of	 the	 poorwill’s	
behavior	 long	 ago,	 as	 their	
name	for	this	bird	is	hölchko,	
which	 translates	 to	 “The	
Sleeping	One.”

Even	 the	 great	 scientist	
and	 explorer	 Meriweather	
Lewis	 didn’t	 catch	 on	 that	
poorwills	hibernate	when	he	
and	his	sidekick	Clark	found	
them	in	the	torpid	state	while	
going	through	the	Dakotas	in	
1804.	They	did	mention	them	
in	 their	 journals,	but	didn’t	
recognize	them	as	something	
different	from	the	whippoor-
wills	 of	 the	 east	—	or	 that	
they	were	hibernating.

Hibernation	 is	 the	 pro-
cess	that	puts	an	animal	into	
a	deep	 sleep	where	breath-
ing	and	heart	rate	slow	down	
to	a	hairline	between	being	
life	and	death.	However,	 to	
hibernate,	 the	animal	going	
into	 that	 state	must	 have	 a	
suitable	 layer	 of	 fat.	 The	
fat	 is	metabolized	 to	make	
food	and	(and	water)	for	the	

animal’s	s-l-o-w-l-y	circulat-
ing	blood.	

The	 larger	 burrowing	
rodents	 we	 see	 running	
around	 Central	 Oregon	 in	
summer	sleep	through	win-
ter.	 Yellow-bellied	 mar-
mots;	California,	Belding’s,	
Merriam’s,	 Columbia,	 and	
Washington	ground	squirrels	
spend	 up	 to	 seven	 months	
sleeping.	They	appear	above	
ground	 in	 March	 and	 have	
gone	back	to	bed	by	late	July.	

During	 those	 short	 five	
months	above	ground,	 they	
reproduce	 and	 eat,	 eat,	 eat	
and	eat.	Believe	it	or	not,	the	
Belding’s	ground	 squirrel’s	
“favorite”	 food	 is	 dandeli-
ons	(and	you	thought	it	was	
hay).	If,	however,	they	hap-
pen	to	come	across	 insects,	
bird’s	eggs,	worms	—	or	one	
of	their	dead	brethren	on	the	
road	—	 they	will	 consume	
that	as	well.	

We	 need	 water	 to	 keep	
our	 blood	 healthy;	 during	
hibernation	that’s	taken	care	
of	 with	 water	 metabolized	
out	 of	 the	 fat.	 “But...”	 you	
may	ask,	“what	about	elimi-
nation	of	waste	water	after-
wards:	urine?”

Amazingly,	 the	 urea	 is	
recycled	 and	 turned	 back	
into	protein,	as	packrats	do.	
(Packrats—which	 do	 not	
hibernate	 —	 rarely	 drink	
water.	 They	 recycle	 water	
so	many	 times	 the	waste	 is	
almost	 pure	 urea;	 there’s	
so	much	in	the	urine	that	 it	
coats	the	rocks	near	the	pack-
rat’s	den	almost	pure	white,	
instead	of	the	characteristic	
yellow.)

From	my	experience,	bats	
are	the	deepest	hibernators	of	
all.	When	I	was	studying	and	
banding	bats	in	the	lava	caves	
near	 Bend	 in	 the	 ’70s,	 I’d	
often	remove	a	bat	carefully	

from	their	head-down	perch	
on	 the	 cave	 ceiling,	 photo-
graph,	 weigh	 and	 band	 it,	
and	 it	 wouldn’t	 wake	 up.	

Among	the	most	interest-
ing	 hibernators	 are	 butter-
flies	 and	moths.	While	 our	
monarchs	have	migrated	 to	
Mexico	 and	 California	 to	
escape	winter,	our	swallow-
tail	butterflies	and	moths	are	
wintering	 over	 as	 eggs,	 or	
wrapped	in	the	silk	of	 their	
chrysalides	 and	 cocoons.	
However,	mourning	 cloaks	
and	California	 tortiseshells	
winter	over	as	adults.

What’s	neat	is	that	in	all	
stages,	 insects	 possess	 an	
antifreeze	 in	 their	 “blood”	
that	 protects	 them	 from	
freezing,	 even	 way	 below	
zero!	And	here	we	are,	freez-
ing	 our	 whats-it	 off…	 It	
makes	one	wonder	who	the	
so-called,	 “lower	 animals”	
really	are.	

a group of Townsend’s big-eared bats waking up from their winter nap.
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