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a nOte On tHe illUStratiOnS. in the underwater il-
lustrations, the minute plants and animals have been 
drawn larger than their true relative scale in order to 
make their details visible. Many of them are actually 
much smaller in relation to the zoea.



Foreword
Fiddler crabs are the most numerous of all crabs. 

Many species inhabit the sandy beaches, the mud flats, 
and the river mouths of nearly all our seashores, from 
Massachusetts to Florida to texas, and from California 
to Washington.

the most common of the sand fiddler crabs, Uca 
pugilator (bosc), which is either purple or green, is the 
subject of this story.

Familiar as all crabs are, they are rarely seen in the 
larval stage, for then, like plankton, they are part of 
the drifting life of the surface waters of the sea. i have 
emphasized this stage of development to give the young 
reader a picture of that strange, fascinating water 
world. there, as weird, minute monsters, the crab 
larvae struggle to survive, in company with the larvae 
of other shellfish and with countless millions of one-
celled animals and plants.

the habits of crabs vary greatly with the species, but 
their metamorphoses are essentially alike. Consequently, 
the life cycle of this sand fiddler crab can stand as the 
archetype for all crabs.

i am indebted to dr. John C. armstrong, assistant 
Curator of invertebrate zoology of the american 
Museum of natural History, for checking the manu-
script for scientific data.

Mary adrian
darien, Connecticut
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Purple Buttons
it was a warm evening in spring. a red glow 

rippled on the waters of the sound. it spread 

over the sandy beach and the marsh grass 

growing along the high tide line.

the tide was going out. each small wave 

broke farther away from the marsh grass and 

left a little ridge of sand behind.

all along the beach, in hundreds of little 

places, the sand began to crumble. Something 

was breaking through.

it was fiddler crabs.

they were digging themselves out of their 

holes, where they had stayed while the water 

covered the beach.



Out they crawled and then stood still.

they were purple and about the size of 

jacket buttons. their eyes were at the ends of 

two long stalks and looked in every direction—

sideways, backward, forward.

they saw no birds nor other enemies on the 

beach, only a worm crawling to the water and 

mud snails hunting for food.

the crabs knew the waves were leaving food 

in the sand ridges—their food. they would go 



hungry if the snails got it. So the crabs scurried 

down toward the water, speckling the beach 

with their tiny purple shells.

they walked sideways because their legs 

could not step straight ahead but only out from 

the side. their legs on one side pulled, while 

those on the other side pushed.

the males ran and stopped wherever they 

found food.



The Egg
the females walked slowly. they were 

carrying thousands of eggs stuck to their 

abdomens.

all day they had hidden in their holes 

because they could not run from enemies. now, 

in the twilight, they felt safe.

they walked over shells and bits of seaweed. 

they walked around a dead squid and pieces 

of driftwood and other things that had been 

washed ashore.

they passed the feeding males and waded 

into the shallow water.

the tide was still going out. the red glow 
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was fading. even their enemies, 

the fish, could not see them now.

then the females flapped 

their abdomens up and down, washing their 

eggs.

the eggs that were ready to hatch popped 

open and shot the larvae into the water. the 

larvae were transparent and so tiny and so many 

that they looked like white smoke puffing out.

then the females ate and afterward went 

back to their holes near the grass.
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“Maria! Dear Maria!” echoed 
the voice of young Maria’s 
mother, calling for her 
daughter into the evening-lit 
summer garden when, from 
among the heads of cabbage, 
she spotted some movement 
and a faint light. “Maria, is 
that you?”







“Uncle! I’m so happy you have come to visit. I can’t 
wait to tell you about the colorful little creature I saw 
crawling on the cabbage. It had six legs AND four 
wings.”

“Maria, that sounds very interesting, but fi rst, I 
have a gift for you.” He presented the box to her and 
watched her eyes light up like fi refl ies in the night. 
She knew that only one thing was kept in boxes like 
that.



“Really? For me?” Maria gently 
took the box in her hands and 
opened it with bated breath. 
Inside were several tiny black 
caterpillars no bigger than  
dandelion petals. They were 
on a bed of mulberry leaves. 
“Silkworms! Oh, Uncle, thank you 
so very much! I love them!”

More legs? These 
look different.

Head looks 
darker

Not moving. 
Is it sick?

Tiny mouth 
underneath

Six legs 
here

How old are they? 
How big will they get?
How much will they eat?
How long will they live?

Segments?
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n inquisitive girl in 17th-century Germany, Maria Merian, greatly 
wondered about the natural world beyond the walls of her home. 

She was especially curious about the tiny creatures crawling around in 
the garden. Her curiosity only grew greater when an uncle surprised her 
with a box of worms. However, these weren’t like the worms digging 
about in the soil of her mother’s chamomile; these were the larvae of 
Bombyx mori—silk moths—and they would change the trajectory of 
Maria’s life. This beautifully illustrated book tells Maria’s story as she 
becomes a pioneer in science and still inspires people today.
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“Henri!” Grandmother called. “Jean-Henri! 

Time to come inside. The wolves will be 

coming down from the hills any time. 

Come in for some supper!”

Henri had been watching a dung beetle 

roll its treasured ball of dung clear 

across the farm. Henri was amazed at the 

beetle—how it sometimes tumbled with 

its ball of dung but held on and rolled 

with it. Most of the time, the beetle was 

head down, pushing the brown ball with 

its hind legs. Sometimes the beetle would 

stop and climb on top of the ball and look 

around, it seemed.

“What is it doing?” little Henri mused.
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Grandmother was always hard at work. Every 

night after dinner, she pulled out her tools, called 

a distaff and spindle, to spin wool and flax fibers 

into yarn. Sometimes she sat with her knitting 

needles, making a warm sweater, hat, or mittens. 

As she worked, she told tales of dragons and their 

lairs high up in the mountains. She told real-life 

stories of wolves on the farm and how the brave 

sheep dogs and donkeys protected the sheep.
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Each day Henri’s job was to feed slop to the 

pigs. They snorted and snarfed up everything 

he dumped into their pigpen!

Grandmother let Henri help her milk the cow.

“Henri,” she said one day as they finished 

milking, “today you will help me shear the 

sheep.” Henri helped by picking up the falling 

wool and putting it into a sack. Then they 

washed the wool and hung it out to dry.

Henri did not mind the hard work 

because most of it was done outside. 

He loved to feel the sun on his face, 

to hear the birds in the trees. Often 

he watched the grasshoppers hop 

from leaf to leaf. His eyes followed 

butterflies on their secret journeys.

4



At his grandparents’ mountain cottage, Henri 

was the youngest child for miles around. No 

neighbors lived close by. When he wasn’t 

helping on the farm, Henri entertained himself 

outside in the wonderful world of insects and 

forest critters. He loved to watch them; he was 

amazed by their colorful wings and bodies, 

their long legs, pincers, and antennae. He 

watched the ants in their red armor carry bits 

of food in long, long lines, finally arriving at 

their home and filing into the mound of dirt, 

one by one.
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The teacher of the school 

had many jobs. Besides being 

schoolmaster, he was also the 

town barber; the bell-ringer (for 

weddings and other big events); 

the caretaker of the village clock 

(he had to climb up a tower every 

day to wind the huge clock); the 

director of harvesting the hay, 

walnuts, apples, and oats; the 

caretaker of an old castle; and he 

was also Henri’s godfather. He 

was a very busy man and did not 

have a lot of time for teaching. 

Henri enjoyed the pigs and hens, 

but he was not able to learn much 

at school.
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At the home of his parents, 

Henri had a small nook by a 

window that was his own little 

space. Under the window was a 

wooden shelf where Henri kept a 

hatbox full of small treasures—

colorful rocks, butterfly wings, 

beetles, pretty leaves, and sticks 

carved into animals.

Henri preferred to be outside, but on days 

when he had to stay in, he sat on his stool 

by the window, looking out over the village. 

He would handle his treasures and make up 

stories, each item playing a different character.
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early 200 years ago, a curious little boy named Jean-Henri wandered 
the hills around his cottage in the French countryside, fascinated with 

the wonderful world of insects around him. With vibrant illustrations, this 
book tells the inspiring story of one of the greatest naturalists in history. 
Learn how little Jean-Henri turned into a man whose love of nature, love of 
God, hard work, and constant curiosity has inspired generations.

by Molly Sanchez Illustrated by Larissa Sharina
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