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I once heard of a biologist with a clever party 
trick: regardless of where or when a given 
party was taking place, he claimed that he 
could produce a wild salamander in 15 minutes 
or less, and more often than not, he delivered. 
I suspect he never tried this at any New Year’s 
Eve parties in northern Vermont, where 
salamanders are wintering well underground, 
and where the ground itself is buried under 
several feet of fresh powder. At the same time, 
I’d wager that much of his success was due to a 
single species: the red-backed salamander 
(Plethodon cinereus). 

This small, slender salamander (also known as 
a “redback”) has disproportionately small legs 
and is often, though not always, distinguished 
by a rust-red stripe running the length of its 
back and tail. Redbacks spend their lives under 
logs and in deep underground burrows, dining 
on earthworms, ants, mites, and other small, 
subterranean delicacies. The females 

demonstrate remarkable maternal devotion, 
aggressively defending their eggs against 
predators for the full month until the young 
hatch out – a display of parental care that is 
quite rare among amphibians. 
 
What redbacks lack in size, they make up for in 
abundance. A landmark 1975 study at Hubbard 
Brook Experimental Forest in northern New 
Hampshire found that the biomass of red-
backed salamanders – just that one species – 
was more than twice that of all the bird species 
in their study area combined. While you’re 
picking your jaw up off the floor, consider this: 
more recent research suggests that this figure 
may have been an underestimate, as redbacks 
spend more of their time in underground 
burrows than they do near the surface, which 
makes it difficult for us surface-dwelling 
humans to accurately measure their 
abundance. And they’re not just found in the 
deep woods: redbacks are common in 
backyard wood piles, suburban forests, and 
even urban parks.  

In short, they’re everywhere. This makes them 
an ideal study organism for biologists 
interested in tracing the effects of climate 
change and land use on forest health. 

Enter SPARCnet or, for the longwinded among 
us, the Salamander Population Adaptation 
Research Collaboration Network, a group of 
researchers and educators founded to dig 
deeper into the impacts of anthropogenic 
stressors on woodland amphibians.  

At its core is an elegant study design – easily 
replicated, simple enough that 4th graders can 
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