Unlike humans, quite a handful of animals come out at night. This is especially true in
a hotter climate like Texas. Some of these animals include birds and other mammals. As
diverse as these animals can get, they all share adaptations for nocturnal lifestyles.
Whether it be better night vision, a reliance on making and hearing sounds, or a heightened
sense of smell, these animals are truly the rulers of the night.
If you’ve ever shown a flashlight or
spotlight into the dark, you may have noticed a
pair of glowing yellow or green eyes staring
back at you. This phenomenon is caused by a
specialized tissue found in eyes called the
“Tapetum Lucidum”, which is Latin for “bright
tapestry.” Tapeta Lucida act as mirrors in the
eyes, which reflects more light back to the
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retina and gives nocturnal animals their superior night vision. However humans, like most
primates lack this specialized tissue.
Owls have a Tapetum Lucidum, but their exceptional eyesight also comes from
having more rods, which help to see blacks and whites, and less cones, which help to see
color. So while owls may not see much color, their black and white night vision is
unparalleled. Owls also have large eyes, which let in more light in the first place. An owl’s
diet consist mostly of insects and rodents, prey items that typically don’t have extravagant
colors and where black and white vision reigns supreme.

Along with their eyesight, owl hearing is incredible. Owls have more vertebrae in their
neck, which allows them to rotate their heads a full 180 degrees in whichever direction they
hear noise. Owls have very particular head shapes as well, made up of two disks which act
as radar dishes and direct sound to their ears.
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In some species of owl, ears are asymmetrical
with one being lower than the other to exactly
pinpoint the location of a sound.
Owls also make use of calls and hoots to
navigate the dark. These calls can range from wanting to know the location of other owls,
communicating with young, or a warning to predators and other owls. Five common owls
call Texas home, each with their own distinctive hoots.

• Barred Owls are easily recognizable by their “Who cooks for you?" call
• Barn owls have a certain raspy "k-r-r-r-r-ick"
• Great horned owls are the poster-child for owls with their iconic “Hoot hoot hoo
hoo"
• The Eastern Screech-Owl has a “Hore-like whinny"
• If you’re lucky, you may hear the "Coo coo" of the burrowing owl
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However, nighttime sounds aren’t exclusive to birds. Coyotes rely on distant calls
from their pack members. In fact, the scientific name for the coyote is Canis latrans, which
translates to “barking dog.” Coyotes often get a bad rep as being vicious and aggressive.
While they can attack pets and humans, coyotes are wary and shy species. Coyote
populations are expanding exponentially, partly due to eradication by humans. When
coyotes detect dips in their number, they overcompensate and produce more pups. This
along with habitat destruction, leads to a shortage of food and thus increased attacks on
pets.
Another animal that gets a bad rep are bats. With 33 diﬀerent species, Texas is the
most bat diverse state in the United States. When people hear of bats, usually 1 of 2
thoughts come up, being “blind as a bat” or rabies. In reality, these are both a bit
misleading. Large fruit bats in the eastern part of the world actually rely on the bright colors
of flowers and fruits to eat. In the western parts of the world, Texas specifically, bats don’t
have the best vision (like owls), but they aren’t completely blind. However, These bats
definitely have traded oﬀ their eyesight for exceptional hearing. Bats use a series of clicks,
which bounce oﬀ objects and then are picked up on by bat ears. This phenomenon is
known as “echolocation.”
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When in comes to rabies, most mammals like raccoons, foxes and squirrels can
become rabid and show symptoms, bats aren’t an exclusion to this. Fortunately, only a
third of the 33 possible bat species in Texas can even contract the disease. Less than a
percent of those that can actually have contracted it. Even with the slight risk, bats alone
have been shown to save farmers at least $3 billion a year in pesticides, but could be closer
to $50 billion!
Owls, coyotes, and bats are only a few of the many things that “go bump in the
night.” Humans have adapted to a daytime lifestyle, but miss out on all the fauna that have
adapted the opposite lifestyle. With certain characteristics we can’t relate with, nocturnal
wildlife is almost like alien life from another planet. However, the diﬀerences make staying
up and being outside worth it.

