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CHAPTER 1

	MEET THE AMAZING AXOLOTL

	Imagine an animal that looks like it is smiling, has feathery branches growing from the sides of its head, lives underwater, and can regrow parts of its body. Sounds like something from a magical story, right?

	But this animal is real!

	It is called the axolotl.

	Axolotls are fascinating amphibians that have captured the attention of children, scientists, artists, and animal lovers around the world. They look unusual, but every part of their body has an interesting story. In this chapter, we are going to meet the axolotl and discover what makes this little animal so special.

	What Is an Axolotl?

	An axolotl is a type of amphibian. Amphibians are animals that include frogs, toads, newts, and salamanders.

	The axolotl is actually a kind of salamander. Its scientific name is Ambystoma mexicanum. Even though axolotls are sometimes called "walking fish," they are not fish at all. They are amphibians.

	Axolotls are especially unusual because they spend their lives in water. Most amphibians go through major changes as they grow. For example, a tadpole begins life in water and later develops into a frog that can live on land.

	Axolotls usually don't make that same transformation.

	Instead, they keep many of their young-looking features even when they become adults. Scientists call this neoteny.

	One of the most obvious examples is their feathery external gills. Adult axolotls usually keep these gills rather than developing the typical adult form seen in many other salamanders.

	This gives the axolotl its wonderfully strange appearance.

	Where Do Axolotls Come From?

	Axolotls are native to Mexico.

	Long ago, wild axolotls lived in a network of lakes and waterways around what is now Mexico City. Two important lakes associated with their history are Lake Xochimilco and Lake Chalco.

	Today, the situation is very different. Their natural habitat has changed greatly, and wild axolotls are now extremely rare.

	The remaining wild population is strongly associated with the canals and wetlands of Xochimilco, an area famous for its waterways, gardens, and colorful boats.

	The name "axolotl" comes from the Nahuatl language. It is often connected with Xolotl, a figure in Aztec mythology.

	So the axolotl has a connection not only to nature but also to the long cultural history of Mexico.

	FUN FACT!

	Axolotls are sometimes called "Mexican walking fish," but remember: they aren't fish!

	They are salamanders.

	What Does an Axolotl Look Like?

	An axolotl is easy to recognize.

	It has a long body, a broad head, tiny eyes, short legs, and a long tail. But its most famous feature is probably its external gills.

	These gills look like little feathery branches sticking out from both sides of the axolotl's head.

	They aren't decorations.

	They help the axolotl breathe underwater.

	Axolotls also have lungs, but they rely heavily on their gills and skin for exchanging gases.

	When you look at an axolotl, you might notice that its mouth appears to curve upward.

	This gives it a funny expression that many people describe as a smile.

	Of course, axolotls don't smile because they are happy in the same way humans do. Their facial appearance is simply part of their anatomy.

	Still, that "smile" is one reason people find them so adorable!

	Why Do Axolotls Have Feathery Gills?

	One of the coolest things about an axolotl is its external gills.

	Gills allow an animal to take oxygen from water.

	The axolotl's gills are made up of many delicate branches. These branches create a large surface area where oxygen can move from the water into the animal's body.

	When an axolotl is relaxed, its gills may gently wave in the water.

	Sometimes they can look like tiny underwater feathers.

	The gills can also give scientists clues about an axolotl's condition. Healthy axolotls often have well-developed gills, although gill appearance can vary depending on many factors.

	Axolotls can also use their lungs to take in air. You may sometimes see an axolotl swim toward the surface and gulp air.

	Axolotls and Salamanders

	If axolotls are salamanders, what makes them different from other salamanders?

	The answer is their unusual life cycle.

	Many salamanders begin life in water but later develop into adults that spend much of their time on land.

	Axolotls usually remain aquatic throughout their lives.

	They retain their juvenile characteristics while becoming sexually mature.

	This is one of the reasons scientists find them so interesting.

	Imagine growing up but keeping some of the features you had when you were a baby. That's somewhat like what happens with an axolotl.

	Their unusual development is one of their most important biological characteristics.

	Axolotl Colors and Patterns

	Axolotls can come in several different colors.

	Wild axolotls are often dark, with shades of brown, gray, olive, or black. Their coloring can help them blend into their natural surroundings.

	But captive-bred axolotls can have many different appearances.

	Some are pale pink or peach-colored. Others may be golden, white, dark, or spotted.

	One familiar type is the leucistic axolotl, which often has a pale or pinkish body and dark eyes.

	There are also albino axolotls, which lack most melanin and have very light coloring. Some varieties have golden or other distinctive pigmentation.

	Because people have bred axolotls for generations, pet axolotls can look quite different from their wild relatives.

	However, no matter what color an axolotl is, it still has the same basic body plan: a long tail, four legs, a broad head, and those famous external gills.

	DID YOU KNOW?

	An axolotl's color isn't just about looking pretty.

	Color can help animals blend into their surroundings, and pigmentation is controlled by biological processes involving specialized cells.

	How Big Is an Axolotl?

	Axolotls aren't giant animals.

	Many adult axolotls are around 20–30 centimeters (8–12 inches) long, although individuals can be smaller or larger.

	Their size can depend on genetics, nutrition, age, and living conditions.

	An axolotl's body is mostly long and streamlined, which helps it move through the water.

	Its tail is especially important for swimming.

	Unlike fish, axolotls don't have fins like those of typical fish. Instead, they use their muscular tail and body movements to push through the water.

	Their four small legs are useful too, especially when they are moving along the bottom.

	How Do Axolotls Move?

	Axolotls can swim surprisingly well.

	When swimming, an axolotl moves its body and tail from side to side. The movement pushes water backward and sends the animal forward.

	Their little legs can look almost funny while they swim because they often hold their legs close to their bodies.

	When an axolotl is walking along the bottom, however, those tiny legs become much more noticeable.

	They can use their limbs to move around the floor of their aquatic environment.

	Axolotls aren't built for speed like some fish. Instead, they are generally slow-moving animals that spend plenty of time resting and exploring.

	What Do Their Tiny Eyes Do?

	Axolotls have small eyes compared with the size of their heads.

	Their eyes help them detect their surroundings, but vision isn't the only sense they use.

	Axolotls can detect movement and vibrations in the water. They also use chemical senses to help identify things around them.

	This is important because their underwater world can be dark, cloudy, or filled with plants and other objects.

	An axolotl doesn't need to rely on its eyes alone to figure out what is happening nearby.

	The Famous Axolotl "Smile"

	Let's talk about one of the most famous axolotl features: the smile!

	Look at a picture of an axolotl and you may immediately notice its wide, curved mouth.

	It can look as if the animal is smiling at you.

	But don't be fooled.

	Axolotls don't have human emotions expressed through facial smiles. Their mouth shape is simply a natural part of their anatomy.

	Still, the expression has helped make axolotls incredibly popular.

	Their cute appearance has inspired toys, cartoons, artwork, games, decorations, and even school projects.

	Why Are Axolotls So Interesting to Scientists?

	Axolotls aren't just cute.

	They are also important animals for scientific research.

	One major reason is their extraordinary ability to regenerate certain body parts.

	An axolotl can regenerate structures such as limbs, and scientists study how its cells and tissues participate in this process.

	Researchers hope that understanding regeneration in animals such as axolotls may teach us more about healing and tissue repair.

	We'll explore this amazing ability in much greater detail, Scientists also study axolotls to learn about development, genetics, anatomy, and other areas of biology.

	Axolotls in the Wild

	Wild axolotls face serious challenges.

	Their natural habitat has been reduced and changed by urban development, pollution, introduced species, and other environmental pressures.

	This means that seeing an axolotl in a pet store is very different from seeing one in its natural environment.

	Most pet axolotls are captive-bred.

	Wild axolotls need healthy aquatic habitats with clean water, suitable plants, food, and places to hide.

	Protecting their natural environment is essential for their future.

	Why Should Kids Care About Axolotls?

	You might be wondering, "Why should I care about an animal that lives far away?"

	Because learning about animals can teach us something important about our planet.

	Every animal has a role in nature.

	When we learn about unusual creatures such as axolotls, we begin to understand how ecosystems work and why habitats matter.

	Axolotls also show us that nature doesn't always follow the patterns we expect.

	An animal can look strange, live differently from its relatives, and have abilities that seem almost impossible.

	That's one of the exciting things about science.

	There is always more to discover.

	QUICK AXOLOTL FACTS

	Animal group: Amphibian

	Family: Mole salamander family

	Scientific name: Ambystoma mexicanum

	Native country: Mexico

	Main habitat: Aquatic environments

	Famous feature: External feathery gills

	Typical adult length: About 20–30 cm

	Diet: Carnivorous

	Special ability: Regeneration of many body structures

	Closest famous relatives: Other salamanders

	Are they fish? No!

	Do they usually live on land? No. Axolotls are aquatic.

	Do adults keep their gills? Yes, usually.

	CHALLENGE

	Let's see what you remember!

	Question 1

	What kind of animal is an axolotl?

	A. Fish
B. Amphibian
C. Reptile
D. Insect

	Question 2

	Where do wild axolotls come from?

	A. Australia
B. Canada
C. Mexico
D. Japan

	Question 3

	What are the feathery structures on an axolotl's head?

	A. Fins
B. Antennae
C. External gills
D. Feathers

	Question 4

	What animal group are axolotls part of?

	A. Salamanders
B. Turtles
C. Snakes
D. Birds

	Question 5

	Are axolotls actually fish?

	Answer: No!

	They are amphibians.

	ANSWERS

	
		B — Amphibian

		C — Mexico

		C — External gills

		A — Salamanders

		No — axolotls are salamanders and therefore amphibians.



	ONE LAST FACT!

	Perhaps the most amazing thing about axolotls is that they remind us how surprising nature can be.

	They have feathery gills, tiny legs, a long tail, a funny-looking smile, and the ability to regenerate parts of their bodies.

	And this is only the beginning!

	In the next chapter, we're going to explore one of the axolotl's most incredible abilities: regeneration.

	Get ready to discover how an axolotl can repair and regrow parts of its body—a superpower that makes scientists very curious!

	 

