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MYSTERY ANIMALS 
Become a master sleuth as you try to crack these mysteries about 
some of the animals that live at the Redwood Valley Outdoor 
Education Project. Remember, read each clue carefully and in order.  
Think logically.  GOOD LUCK! 
 
 

MYSTERY ANIMAL #1…WHO AM I? 
 

I may see YOU at the RVOEP, but you will be very lucky to see me!  I am 
primarily nocturnal, but I also hunt during the day, especially in the early morning. 
 
Mixed deciduous forests and dense chaparral-covered hills are my favorite 
hangouts.  That’s why I like the RVOEP so much!    
 
I am an omnivore.  Insects and rodents are among my favorite foods.  My tail is 
an excellent rudder, allowing me to turn quickly to catch gophers, mice, squirrels, 
and rabbits.  Fruit and berries are also part of my diet and their seeds and skins 
can often be seen in my scat (poop!). 
   
Look out Gray Squirrels; I can climb trees like a cat!  
 
You might find my den in a hollow tree. 
 
I usually find a mate in early spring.  The male of my species helps raise our 
three to five kits.  He brings food to the litter During the first summer our new 
family hunts together.  
 
My species name cinereoargenteus comes from the Greek words "cinereus", 
meaning ash-colored, and "argenteus", meaning silver.  Urocyon, the genus 
name, is derived from the Greek words "uro", meaning tail, and "cyon", meaning 
dog. 
 
Answer: Hsbz Gpy  
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #2…WHO AM I? 
 

I can be found from the Arctic Circle to the mountains of Central America, but I 
love to hang out at the RVOEP. 
 
You might see me soaring high in the sky with the hawks or performing aerial 
acrobatics to impress my mate. 
 
I am very smart! You can thank me for the moon and the sun. I stole them from 
the Sky Chief and put them in the sky. I also called the first humans up from the 
earth and brought them their first berries and salmon. That trickster Coyote is 
always giving me a bad time in these myths! 
 
I am an omnivore. My diet includes rodents, insects, grain, and birds’ eggs. In 
winter I might even hang out with the Turkey Vultures and eat dead animals. (I’ve 
even been known to prey upon sick and injured animals.) 
 
Listen for me at the RVOEP. I am noted for my calls. I can croak, gurgle, and 
“tok”. I can even learn to mimic a few human words. 
 
I lay 3 to 7 turquoise colored eggs in a crude, bulky nest of sticks on a cliff or in 
the top of a large tree.  While I sit on the nest, my mate catches food to feed me, 
that way my eggs stay nice and warm. 
 
Most people think that I am quite handsome with my all black feathers that shine 
a metallic purple or violet. 

 
I’m larger than a crow.   I also have a heavier bill and shaggier plumage, 
especially around the throat. My wing span can reach four feet or wider.  

 
Answer: sbwfo  
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #3…WHO AM I? 

 
Keep your eyes and ears out for me as you walk through the forest at the 
RVOEP!  If you are quiet I might even land in a tree nearby. You can’t miss me if 
I do. 
 
You might like the drumming sound I make as I tear apart bark and wood to find 
my favorite food ---- carpenter ants!  I’ve also saved many contaminated trees by 
eating the wood-boring insects that eat them!  Of course, sometimes I have to 
settle for berries, nuts, acorns, or wild grapes. 
 
You will be astounded at the size of my chisel-pointed beak, perfectly designed 
for the hammer blows I give  
trees!  My long, barbed tongue is just the thing for impaling insects so they may 
be easily drawn from the wood. My stiff tail is a perfect prop as I cling to the side 
of trees with my sharp claws. 
 
You might be thinking that I’m some little old woodpecker.  Forget it!  I’m as large 
as a crow, but much more interesting to look at!  Notice my red crest and the 
white stripes on my face and neck, a perfect combination with my black feathers! 
 
My mate and I are committed for life and we work together well!  Whether it’s 
hallowing out a cavity for a nest, incubating eggs, or feeding our young, we work 
as a team and take good care of our young. 
 
The Ivory-Billed Woodpecker is my cousin! 

 
Answer: Qjmfbufe Xppeqfdlfs 
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #4…WHO AM I? 

 
My ancestors lived in France twenty-four million years ago. 
 
I am a nocturnal hunter and love to eat small rodents like mice, shrews, and rats. 
In fact, I am one of the world’s greatest mousers! I’ve also been known to eat 
baby rabbits, bats, birds, frogs, and insects. 
 
Open fields are my favorite hunting place, but my prey never sees or hears me.  
 
Once my sharp talons grasp my prey, it seldom gets loose. 
 
I don’t hoot. 
 
I am one of the most widespread of all land birds and live on all the continents of 
the world except Antarctica. 
 
My eyes don’t move, but my head rotates almost all the way around in a 
complete circle. I have binocular vision and can see a mouse up to two football 
fields away! 
 
My heart shaped face traps sounds and I can hear a beetle running through 
grass a hundred feet away or the squeak of a mouse a half mile away. 
 
Since the underside of my wings and my chest are white and my call, which I 
give as I fly silently overhead, sounds like a screaming woman, I have probably 
been the subject of many scary ghost stories! 
 
You might see my nest in tree hallows, old barns, attics, or church steeples.  
 
Look under my roosts to find the pellets of hair and bone that I regurgitate. 
Scientists take these pellets apart to discover what I eat. 
 
During my life I may kill as many as 11,000 mice, saving farmers an estimated 13 
tons of crop losses. 
 
Answer: Cbso pxm 
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #5…WHO AM I? 
 
I am a nocturnal animal and spend most of my life below ground. The Navajo 
people call me wohseh-tsinni, or “old bald headed man,” and in Mexico I am 
known as niña de la tierra, “child of the earth.” 
 
I am perfectly shaped for digging. I use my closed jaw as a sort of pickax to 
loosen soil and then shovel dirt backward out of my hole with my feet. 
 
I am an omnivore and will eat almost anything, dead or alive.  I help plants by 
eating plant-eating insects and aerating the soil with my holes. 
 
When threatened, I roll over on my back and bring my powerful, spiked legs into 
position to kick at my tormentor.  Sometimes I even play dead. 
 
I have some other unusual habits, like eating my mate!  Scientists speculate that 
that’s how I get lipids and proteins for my developing eggs. 
 
During mating season I thump my large abdomen against the ground.  There are 
well over 50 species of us that occur west of the Mississippi River and each has 
its own unique drumbeat (or thump). 
 
Even though we thump, we cannot hear.  We have no “auditory tympanic 
membrane,” so we can’t hear in the classical sense. We sense vibrations through 
special structures on our legs.  “These subgenual (“below the knee”) organs are 
the most exquisitely vibration-sensitive organs yet found in any insect group.”* 
 
I might look pretty smart since I have a large head, but I have no brain.  Nerve 
ganglia direct my instinctive and adaptive behaviors.  
 
You might find me under logs or boards at the RVOEP.  If you have sharp eyes 
you might even see my holes in the ground in Moonlight Meadow. 
 
I am uncommonly large and can grow up to three inches in length.  That fact, 
along with my smooth shiny head and two beady eyes make some people, when 
they see me, gasp, “My god, it looks human!” 
 
I have no special affinity for potatoes, so please don’t call me a Potato Bug. 
 
Answer:  Kfsvtbmfn Dsjdlfu 
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.)*Information 
and quotes from California Wild Magazine, California Academy of Sciences, Winter 2005, pg. 36 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #6…WHO AM I? 
 
To ancient Greeks I symbolized resurrection, rebirth, and immortality!  
 
You might hear my buzzing sound when you hike through the forest in the 
summer.  I spend many years underground sucking on tree roots!   
 
When my body senses that it is time to move upward, I tunnel out of the ground 
and climb up on any vertical surface. I then shed my exoskeleton and begin the 
flying stage of my life.   
 
If I am a male, I love to sing with my tymbals to attract a mate. Our females use 
their saw-like ovipositors to split open the bark of hardwood twigs and insert 
eggs.   
 
Up to 500 eggs are laid by each female in about 50 sites. Our eggs remain in the 
twigs for 6 to 10 weeks before hatching.   
 
After hatching, our tiny ant-like first stage nymphs drop to the soil to borrow 6 to 
18 inches underground to feed for the next 2 or more years.   
 
Answer: djdbeb 
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #7…WHO AM I? 
 
I am a dark gray-brown warm-blooded animal. 
 
I have horns and I am a hunter in the RVOEP forest. 
 
Rabbit is one of my favorite meals, but I’m not picky. A skunk will do just fine.  
Farmers like me because I help keep the rodent population in check. 
 
Just call me the “winged tiger”! I can silently catch my prey just like a cat.  And, 
I’m quick as a cat too!  My talons are just like long claws.  Look for the skulls and 
bones of my prey in the pellets I regurgitate. 
 
My eyes don’t move, but my head does!  In fact, I can turn my head 270 degrees. 
I have a keen sense of hearing.  My round face acts like a radar disc, funneling 
light to my eyes and sound to my ears.  
 
I can stand two feet high and have a wingspan of up to five feet! 
 
My horns are really tufts of feathers and serve no know function, though I think 
they give me a rather fierce look.  
 
Hunting is woven into my courtship procedure. Before nesting can take place, the 
male of my species must present the female with a small mammal he has 
caught; otherwise she will have no more to do with him. 
 
I like to mate in January or February. I’m not enthusiastic about nest building so I 
look for the abandoned nest of a crow or a hawk.  I lay from two to five ping-pong 
ball-like eggs over a period of two weeks.  Each egg takes 28 days to hatch, so it 
takes at least six weeks of incubating until the last egg finally hatches. Luckily, 
my mate brings me food during this time.  It will be six months until my fledglings 
are able to fend for themselves. 
 
Listen for my “Whoo-whu-hu-hu-WHOO-WHOO!” during Night Camp at the 
RVOEP. 
 
Answer: Hsfbu Ipsofe Pxm  
(To break the code, choose the letter of the alphabet before each letter in the code.) 



 

 
 

 Redwood Valley Outdoor Education Project (RVOEP) 
A Community-Supported Program of Ukiah Unified School District 
P.O. Box 45, Redwood Valley, CA 95470 •707-489-9932 • rvoep.org 
 
 

 
MYSTERY ANIMAL #8…What made all those HOLES?  

By Helen Menasian (Mother Nature) 
 
With our early rains this past fall, there were lots of holes in the ground at the 
RVOEP.  There were large holes with mounds of dirt next to them, sizeable holes 
with no dirt, little tiny holes the size of a pinhead, pea-sized holes, oblong holes, 
holes in groups, and solitary holes.   
 
During our field trip hikes we saw holes dug by pocket gophers, moles, ants, 
yellow jackets, squirrels, opossum, and raccoons. It was the holes that were in a 
pack, all gathered in the middle of the trail about four to six inches apart, that 
really had Cathy Monroe and I stumped.   
 
Each hole was deep and perfectly round, about a quarter inch across with no dirt 
piled around it.  Cathy figured wasps made them.  I thought maybe a whole 
group of young Jerusalem crickets had emerged from the ground at the same 
time.  To solve the mystery, we ran to the storage shed, grabbed a shovel, and 
decided that, just this once, we would risk disturbing an animal’s home.   
 
We picked one of the mysterious holes and dug down about six inches, careful 
not to disturb what was inside.  What we found was a total surprise, so we tried 
another hole and found the same thing!  It wasn’t an insect!  Not a spider!  Not a 
worm!  Not a snake or any reptile or amphibian!   
 
We got out our hand lenses for a closer look.  We counted the legs and got more 
than six!  In fact, we counted more than six legs on each side of these little 
creatures and the legs were evenly distributed along the body.   
 
What we found was about an inch long and it belonged to a Class of animal 
called Diplopoda.   
 
Answer: Each hole housed an immature whitish NJMMJQFEF!  
(First take a guess! To decode the mystery animal, choose the letter in the alphabet that 
precedes each letter in the answer.) 
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MYSTERY ANIMAL #9…Can you solve the fall mystery?  

by Helen Menasian (Mother Nature) 
 
What animal makes a large football-shaped nest of paper high up in a tree?  
Paper wasp you might guess, but you would be wrong (just like I was)!  
 
This past fall as we hiked the RVOEP trails with students we observed five or six 
of these large nests, each up in its own tree. We even witnessed a nest being 
torn apart by a scrub jay that greedily ate the larva inside. Abandoned in the 
winter, these nests get heavy as they absorb water and eventually fall from the 
trees. So, what creatures make these paper houses and where do they go as 
their nests mix slowly into the forest mulch? 
 
These are the summer colonies of the bald-faced hornet, a social insect with a 
fascinating life cycle. Every year a queen begins a new colony. She picks a place 
and begins building a nest that is made from chewed up wood mixed with a 
starch in the hornet’s saliva.  As soon as possible, she lays a first batch of eggs 
and feeds this first group of larvae. These become workers and expand the nest.  
The queen keeps laying eggs as the nest gets larger and larger. The workers 
guard the nest and feed on nectar, tree sap and fruit. They capture insects which 
they chew up and feed to the larvae during the summer and early fall.  As winter 
comes, the wasps die – except any just fertilized queens!  These hibernate 
underground, under logs, or in hollow trees until spring when the young queens 
emerge and the cycle begins again. 
 
The paper wasp makes the umbrella-shaped open cones that you might find 
hanging from the eaves of your house.  There are many species of paper wasps 
and they are also very interesting!  Find out more about paper wasps at 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paper_wasp. 
 


