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Weapons and Armor in the
World of Wildlife
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nimals are equipped with some amazing weapons and
defenses. Birds use their beaks and talons to peck, bite and
puncture. Some mammals use claws, fangs and teeth to protect
themselves, while others use chemical defenses. Insects have
stingers, pincers and nippers. In some instances, animals
have body armor and shields that help protect them.
Let’s explore wildlife weapons and armor.
The reddish-brown male stag beetle (above) uses its large jaws, or
mandibles, to battle other stag beetles for mating privileges. American
toads (right) have enlarged wart-like glands, one behind each eye. These
glands secrete a poison that irritates the mouth and throat of predators.
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he fight for survival is a part of the natural world.
Food is often a driving force. Watch red squirrels at
a bird feeder, chasing each other and sometimes biting
and clawing as they tumble together, fighting over
territory and food. Other animals fight to protect their
food indirectly. A ruby-throated hummingbird will
defend a territory where it gets its nectar. Dragonflies
patrol an air space, chasing others who enter it.
Most battles are fought with members of the
same species, but prey animals will often fight back
when attacked by a predator that wants to eat them.
Even a mild-mannered woodchuck will bite when
cornered by a coyote!
Wildlife don’t only fight over food. In some
cases, fighting behavior has a social function in
helping to maintain order among members of a pack,
flock or herd. Wild turkey flocks have a pecking
order in which the dominant birds chase the others
away so they can eat first. At least one bird always
gets pecked on and is pushed to the side. Mating time
inspires a whole different level of aggression. In the
fall of the year, male deer (bucks) battle with others
to see who is the strongest and who will be able to
mate with more females.

Porcupines are covered with quills, which
are modified hairs with barbs. While
they cannot throw their quills, they can
use their tail like a club. This causes the
quills to be pushed into the skin. Ouch!
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Snapping turtles have powerful jaws to tear
flesh, as well as a protective spiked shell.
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Male deer (bucks) fight with antlers,
hooves and teeth. They lock antlers
and push each other, attempting to
throw each other off balance.

The strong talons of the
bald eagle are used not
only for grabbing prey,
but for fighting with
other eagles.
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The paper wasp is armed with a stinger at
the tip of its abdomen. Sometimes it will
sting people if its nest is threatened.
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Crayfish
have one
pair of
claws, which
it extends
in front of its
body while
moving. These
strong pinchers
are specialized
for cutting,
capturing food,
attack and
defense. A
pinch can
hurt!
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Striped skunks use a chemical weapon. From a gland located under
their tail, they can hit a target 10 feet away! The oily smelly liquid
causes victims to choke and become temporarily blinded.
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Hellgrammites are aquatic insects that
have strong jaws to take apart their
prey. Watch out! They can bite if not
handled carefully.

Ganging up on a predator – Have you ever
seen a group of smaller birds attacking a larger
bird? This is called “mobbing.” The smaller
birds are protecting their eggs or young from the
predator. They may actually strike the bird with
their feet, forcing it to evade their attack and fly
off. You can also see mobbing behavior when
birds catch predators like cats or foxes
out in the open.
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Threat displays – Sometimes
animals avoid physical contact
by advertising their size or
weaponry to intimidate

To intimidate would-be
competitors, male wild turkeys
puff up their feathers and
spread out their tail. If the
challanger doesn’t retreat, a
fight may ensue.
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ighting is risky business. Though it may
mean more food, increased social status or
more mates, when animals go to battle, they risk
becoming exhausted, injured or even dying. Plus,
it takes time away from resting and eating. In
many cases, it is in their best interest to avoid
confrontation, so they use other strategies:

Have you ever seen a crow swoop down on a hawk? The
crow is “mobbing” the hawk to protect its young.
other animals into giving up before a fight can
begin. Male turkeys puff themselves up, fluffing out
their feathers and spreading out their tail to make
themselves appear bigger. Moose raise the
hair on the back of their neck
if they are ready to charge.
Bears may “bluff charge,”
running at the threat
at full speed and then
abruptly stopping.
Fight or flight – There
is often a balancing act between
fighting and running away. When
the urge to flee is strong, some animals
will give signals that say, “I give up.” If
one of two coyotes facing each other drops
his tail from a horizontal position, he is
actually showing that he acknowledges the
other’s dominance. Other wildlife turn and
run, showing that they are not willing to fight.
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How many words from the list on the right can you find in the
set of letters below? Watch out – some of these words may be
spelled out backwards, slanted or even slanted backwards!
Talons

Confrontation

Antlers

Warriors

Claws

Wildlife

Fangs

Porcupine

Chemical

Skunk

Threat

Poison

Teeth

Crayfish

Fight

Hellgrammite

Protection

Weaponry

Display

Survival

Predator

aggression

Battle

pincers

Flocks

mandibles

Quills

Armor

Territory

Stinger

Mobbing

Defend

Discover what’s in your
own backyard! Visit
www.wildnewengland.org
This program receives Federal financial assistance from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Under
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title II of the
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, Title IX of the Education
Amendments of 1972. The U.S. Department of the Interior and its bureaus prohibit discrimination
on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, religion or sex (in educational programs).
If you believe that you have been discriminated against in any program, activity, or facility, or if you
desire additional information, please write to:
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Office for Diversity and Civil Rights Programs – External Affairs
4040 N. Fairfax Drive, Suite 130
Arlington, VA 22203

Wild Times for Kids is published twice a year by the New Hampshire Fish and Game
Department. Multiple copies are available for schools and youth groups upon request.
Send your request to:

N.H. Fish and Game Department, Public Affairs Division
11 Hazen Drive, Concord, NH 03301
603-271-3211 www.WildNH.com
© 2008 N.H. Fish and Game Dept.
Conserving New Hampshire’s wildlife and their habitats for over a century.
PUB07006B

