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sk any child why they play and you
will likely be met with a long bewildered stare. You could as well be asking
why they breathe. Adults too have long
been confounded by the question of
play. Edward O. Wilson wrote in Sociobiology that “No behavior has proved
more ill-defined, elusive, controversial
and even unfashionable than play.”
For centuries, naturalists have
observed what seems to subjectively pass
for play in many species. Canines chase
and wrestle each other to the ground in
a non-threatening manner. Horse, deer,
goat and other hoofed animals spontaneously run, frolic and kick in the air.
Dolphins leap, spin and surf on the crest
of waves. Young chimpanzees mimic,
tease and taunt
one another
to great effect.
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and catch it in their beaks again and
again as it slowly falls to earth. Young
kingfishers mimic catching fish by
diving down and capturing small twigs
floating on the surface of streams or
ponds. Even octopus, when given Lego®
blocks in a laboratory environment,
seem to have fun batting them around
with their tentacles.
But even after hundreds of years of
such observed behavior the systematic
study of play continues to challenge
scientists. Much of the evidence of play
has been anecdotal, and conclusions
about its significance are often based
on speculation, rather than quantifiable
data. While play may seem easy to recognize, it is much harder to define as a
concrete category of behavior. Research
on the subject has been hampered by its
difficulty to define.
To this end, scientists have worked
to generate a comprehensive definition of play that works across species
lines. Stuart Brown, a psychiatrist and
clinical researcher, defines play as any
spontaneous activity that is done for its
own sake, which appears purposeless,
and seems to give pleasure. John Byers
of the University of Idaho, and Marc
Bekoff, of the University of Colorado,
offer this definition: “Play is all motor
activity performed postnatally that
appears to be purposeless, in which
motor patterns from other contexts

may often be used in modified forms
and altered temporal sequencing.” In
other words, play resembles serious
behavior in appearance, but not in
purpose or outcome.
From an evolutionary perspective,
the quandary then is that “purposeless”
play takes time and energy away from
the serious business of competition
for survival. Such behavior must then
benefit players in some substantial way
in order to justify this cost.
One theory suggests that evolution may favor organisms that do
not exhibit purely fixed, instinctive
behavior when competing for survival
in an environment that is continually
evolving around them. Viewed in terms
of natural selection, play may serve as
a kind of behavioral experimentation
that helps animals adapt to an everchanging world. It has been observed
that introducing something new into
the environment will often set off just
such play behavior in animals. For
example, place an unfamiliar object—
a paper bag, or a block of wood—in
a pasture with young horses and they
often flock around it to see what they
can do with it.
Another theory posits that play
allows juveniles to experiment with
adult behaviors in a safe controlled
environment in order to learn the
survival skills they will need when they
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reach maturity. Predators such as lions
and bears play by chasing, pouncing,
pawing, wrestling, and biting, as they
learn to stalk and kill prey. Prey animals
such as deer and zebras play by running
and leaping as they acquire speed and
agility. Hoofed mammals also practice
kicking their hind legs to learn to ward
off attacks. In communities of social
animals, play may help to establish
dominance rankings among the young
to avoid conflicts as adults.
Rough and tumble play often
mirrors real aggression in appearance.
To distinguish an actual threat from
a playful advance animals communicate their intentions through specific
body language. The most widespread
play signal is the play face, a relaxed,
open-mouth expression observed
in many mammals, often from
birth. The human smile most likely
evolved from this ancestral trait. The
obvious difference in intent when
someone slugs you in the arm with
a wide smile versus a tight-lipped,
down turned mouth is a very human
example of this mechanism in action.
Certain biological and behavioral
characteristics seem to make some
species more inclined to play than
others. Parents that expend significant energy feeding and protecting
their offspring free their young from
the burden, which allows more time
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to experiment with play. This same
idea extends to the length of the
juvenile development. Animals that
take longer to reach maturity have
longer to learn and practice new
behaviors, unrestrained by the pressures of adult life. Play is encouraged
by a high metabolism, which gives
animals extra energy that they can
burn off doing
things that are not
essential to their
immediate survival.
Researchers have
observed that the
brain structures
of more playful
primates are differ-

large brains encourage more complex
and varied responses to our environment, and through play behavior we
may develop a lifelong imagination
that remains flexible and responsive
to a continually changing world.
Play prepares our children to participate in an increasingly complex
social world. Through social play we
experience the limits and potentials of our physical, emotional and
cognitive skill set, find our place
in the group, perhaps experience
empathy and trust for the first time,
and finally develop the social alliances that have helped our species
stick together and prosper for over
200,000 years.
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DIRECTOR
Dear Friends,
With the arrival of
spring we happily put
a difficult winter behind
us—but unfortunately,
not the challenges and
obstacles of a harsh economic climate.
Like so many others, we have been working
hard to find even more ways to “do more
with less” at the Museum. We are still
creating unique opportunities for people to
explore the connections between people and
the environment, and are gratified to have
weathered the challenges of the past year
and grown stronger in the process. Our public
programs and other learning opportunities
continue to be popular and successful, and
our lectures continue to be free and open to
the public, providing an affordable weekend
activity for people of all ages across the state.
At a very minimal cost, and using existing
space, we have also expanded our visitor
experience by creating a new gallery space on
our second floor. The first exhibit was mounted
in the fall and featured original works from the
New England Chapter of the Guild of Natural
Science Illustrators. This exhibit was very
well-received, and due to popular demand was
held over for an additional month so visitors
and the university community could continue
to enjoy this unique experience. Technology
and lighting in the space adds versatility to
our building and has allowed us to host more
diverse events and activities at the Hillside
Road Museum building.

ent than those of less playful ones.
Two key structures--the amygdala
and the hypothalamus--are bigger. It
may be no coincidence that these are
the same structures we use to figure
out facial expressions and how to
respond to them.
Humans are a particularly playful species. We have parents that
are equally as doting as any in the
primate world, and our childhoods
last longer than all other primates.
As toolmakers, we have created labor
saving technologies that allow even
more time for leisure activities. Our

We look forward to presenting more exhibits
and events in the Museum’s gallery space,
and to expanding our in-house offerings, and
hope you will visit us in the coming year to
enjoy them too!
With thanks, as always.

Leanne Harty, Director
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A FIRST-HAND LOOK AT THE CONNECTICUT DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION’S INITIATIVE TO RECONNECT KIDS TO THE NATURAL WORLD
By Rachael Sunny, No Child Left Inside Coordinator

D

espite the various laundry detergent
commercials that advertise how
their product is proven to remove
stubborn grass stains it never ceases to
amaze me the number of kids that I
encounter that are not willing to crawl
on the ground for fear of dirtying their
clothes. Where have those “dog-gone,
care free days” of rolling down hills
and climbing trees gone? Of tapping
into your imagination and building
fortresses out of sticks and bed sheets
and whipping up five star meals out of
mud and grass? Instead they have been
replaced by clean, clearly outlined and
organized days.
I grew up in a house where creative
play flourished. Bikes doubled as horses
(that is how I actually learned to ride
a two wheeler), the rock garden with
those prickly low lying shrubs served
as alligator infested swamps and our
driveway was constantly a canvas for
our chalk masterpieces. Yes, we had a
TV but it was only 16” and received
5 stations. We had no computer and
when I had a question I either asked
someone in person or made a quick
five minute phone call (the maximum
time allotted). We all participated in
organized play (i.e. soccer, track, and
field hockey) but weekends were also
spent enjoying “free style” play. Every
Sunday afternoon our family would go

hiking and although at times, especially
as a teenager, it did not seem like the
coolest thing to do, those were the
days that prepared me for adulthood
while instilling in me a passion for the
environment.
Many of today’s children have
become disconnected from nature, or
more prophetically as author Richard
Louv writes, are suffering from “nature
deficit disorder.” Instead of spending
endless hours outside riding bikes and
jumping rope – i.e. being kids – they
are inside playing video games, surfing the web, watching TV, and texting.
These changes have led to an increase in
childhood obesity, a decrease in social
skills, and a lack of environmental
awareness.
I was fortunate enough to be able
to serve as an environmental education
Peace Corps Volunteer in Guinea, West
Africa where I witnessed first-hand
the intimate connection between play
and the environment. In their local
language there is no word for “future.”
Tomorrow brings uncertainty and life
revolves around surviving each day.
Although science may take all of the
fun out of it by defining play as the
“youthful experimentation with adult
behaviors in order to learn how to
survive,” science is reality. Where I was
serving there was no such thing as gar-
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bage and the village kids always looked
forward to my trash giveaways. Strings
were attached to empty macaroni and
cheese boxes, and proudly toted around
the village to show off prized cows.
Powdered beverage containers were
filled with stones in order to put on a
rock performance. Play was at the root
of their imagination and creativity, but
also provided the necessary understanding of utilizing diverse resources needed
for survival in the fourth poorest nation
in the world.
In our society, the direct opportunity play offers to interact with and
learn about the immediate environment
around us is being diluted by our technologies. Here at the DEP we began
asking ourselves: How can we reconnect
the experience of play with the experience of nature? How do we put the fun
back in play while at the same time
teaching kids about the importance of
being healthy, building social skills, and
creating the next generation of environmental stewards?
With these questions in mind
former Governor M. Jodi Rell, along
with the Connecticut Department of
Environmental Protection, launched
the No Child Left Inside® initiative in
2005. No Child Left Inside® is a promise
to introduce children to the wonder of
nature – for their own health and well-
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No Child Left Inside
being, for the future of environmental
conservation, and for the preservation
of the beauty, character, and communities of the great State of Connecticut.
A key component of No Child Left
Inside® is the Great Park Pursuit: CT
State Parks Family Adventure. Over the
past five years, more than 2000 families
from across the state have decoded clues
to discover the exciting opportunities
available at Connecticut State Parks
and Forests – all while having fun! One
week you are canoeing at Indian Well
State Park, the next you are hiking
at Devil’s Hopyard State Park and,
before you know it, the seven-week
adventure has come to a close and you
are camping at Housatonic Meadows
State Forest with the other families
that you have befriended along the
way. For 2011 we have revamped this
adventure and are launching the Great
Park Pursuit: Outdoor Recreation Challenge. Families will be provided with a
passport to Connecticut State Parks and
Forests, which they will use to collect

various outdoor
recreational
stamps (biking,
hiking, boating, birding,
etc). In conjunction with
the passport,
each month we
will be hosting a series of Family Days that revolve
around those stamps.
At each stop along the way of
our adventures I, as an environmental
educator, know I’m doing my part to
reverse the trends that are affecting
American society while having fun!
Whether it is a four year old happily
hopping from hula hoop to hula hoop
as he learns about habitat fragmentation, or a high school boy beaming
from ear to ear as he canoes for the first
time, I have taken that pledge to help
today’s children live active, healthier
lives while they enjoy the natural
beauty of the outdoors. By providing
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them with
the first hand
knowledge
about the
world around
them via fun
activities such
as fishing, letterboxing, bird
hurdles, and
water Olympics, I, along with other
environmental educators, am also helping children, along with their families,
to discover the rewards of becoming
environmentally conscious citizens. We
are giving our children the necessary
prescription to save them from “nature
deficit disorder.”
This summer, as you learn about
the Natural History of Play, why not
explore all of the ways that you can
help ensure that no child, or
adult, is left inside. Please visit
www.nochildleftinside.org to discover
all of the fun ways that you can explore
nature’s playground.
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DR. LESLIE MEHRHOFF
Dr. Leslie J. Mehrhoff, retired UConn botanist and one of
Connecticut’s foremost natural historians, passed away on
December 22, 2010. He leaves behind his wife Olga, daughter
Jessie, and field dog Moxie.
Les earned his B.S. from New England College and his M.S.
and Ph.D. from UConn. Before retiring in July of 2009, Les worked
for the Department of Ecology and Evolutionary
Biology at UConn as the curator of the George
Safford Torrey Herbarium.
Les had unbounded curiosity and enthusiasm for the natural history of New England.
While he was a botanist by training, he was also
an old-style naturalist, knowledgeable about
and delighting in every living thing found in
Connecticut, from deer to fairy shrimp. Les was
an active member of organizations such as the
Connecticut Botanical Society, New England
Wildflower Society, and the Torrey Botanical Society. He was also involved in several
organizations including the Arnold Arboretum
at Harvard University, the Connecticut Chapter
of The Nature Conservancy, the Connecticut
Invasive Plant Working Group, and served as a Project Manager of
the Invasive Plant Atlas of New England. Les was longtime friend
of the Museum, supporting our efforts since our very inception.
He was also an enthusiastic fixture at almost all of our BioBlitzes.
Everyone who met him will remember his infectious laugh,
kindness, and love of nature. As it said in the program from his
memorial service, “In memory of Les, please perform an act of
kindness for the preservation of our environment.”

CONNECTICUT

PLAYGROUNDS

Hiking- Connecticut offers many opportunities for the adventurous
hiker. Bear Mountain in Salisbury, located in the northwest corner of
Connecticut, has the tallest peak within the state at 2,316 ft. Part of
the Appalachian Trail, this hike is classified as strenuous, but offers
spectacular views. Starting at the Undermountain Trail, head off of Route
41 in Salisbury. There you will climb straight up through woodland
for two miles and find a wooden sign where the Undermountain and
Appalachian Trails meet. Take the right turn onto the Appalachian Trail.
From here, it is about one mile to the summit. The remains of an old
stone tower and commemorative plaque are located on the summit.
From the peak, you can enjoy wonderful views of the farms and valleys to
the south in Connecticut, the Berkshires in Massachusetts to the north,
the Catskills in New York State to the west, and on some exceptionally
clear days, you can see all of the way to New Hampshire! The hike is
about six miles altogether, and well worth the climb!

In the spirit of the Museum’s year-long special
program series on The Natural History of
Play, we encourage you to get out and explore
some of Connecticut’s natural playgrounds.
For a small state, we’re loaded with many
great places for an adventure. Here are just a
few suggestions...
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F R O M

T H E

S TAT E A R C H A E O L O G I S T
Archaeology fieldwork can be physically difficult. Getting in awkward positions,
clearing soil and debris layer by thin layer
with a toothbrush and trowel, can be just
as backbreaking as clearing large boulders
and rocks. Conditions can be challenging
ranging from oppressive heat, frozen ground,
blinding rain, and choking dust as well
stinging insects and angry wildlife—namely
ticks and snakes! Your clothes get ruined
and you are often covered from head to foot
in dirt, mud, or worst. There are days my
wife will not let me into the house until I
have completely stripped down, which is
not pleasant for my neighbors! Yet, despite
all this, people from all walks of life are always interested
in participating in archaeological fieldwork. From the
grade school students participating in the Museum’s Field
School for Kids, to UConn students competing to work at
dig sites across the globe, to FOSA members volunteering
to help at OSA digs during their free time, there is something that surpasses the unpleasant aspects associated with
archaeological fieldwork, compelling people to participate.
What is this thing that make those of us interested in
archaeology compelled to play in the dirt? Well, it might
be just that… play.
As children, play gives us an opportunity to explore
the world and indulge our passions and interests, independently or with friends, in the backyard, city rooftop,
and even online. Play activity engages our imagination,
enabling us to dream up what might be possible and
allows us to discover what is probable. There is a sense

of fun and excitement when pursuing your
interest, despite any hardships and obstacles.
In fact, overcoming the hardships and
obstacles, achieving goals and making new
discoveries maybe the element of play that
offers the most value of all.
As we transition into adulthood, we
may no longer associate the word “play” with
the how we engage the world. Indeed, play
becomes what we do when we have free time.
It offers an opportunity to escape from our
most routine and mundane responsibilities.
And to some, the very idea of play may seem
frivolous, wasteful (as in Colonial New England) and, when at work, a fireable offense.
Yet the passion to learn about and engage in the world
never really diminishes for many. It’s evident at dig sites.
There, each moment offers the opportunity for discovery,
to personally connect with the world by touching material
culture, past and present, and to add to our understandings of
natural and cultural history. And, if you look beyond the hard
work and challenging conditions, I guess you can say that we
are ultimately engaged in play activity— having fun while
pursuing our interest, overcoming challenges, and uncovering discoveries. Many folks that participate in Connecticut
archaeology are “amateurs”, which comes from the Latin “to
love”. When you “love” work, it can seem as “play”. Until
you need to apply a heating pad for your aching muscles!
And with that, I’m now off to play in the dirt.

Nick Bellantoni, State Archaeologist

Fly Fishing- The Farmington River flows from the Berkshires in
Massachusetts, across the northwest section of Connecticut, and
through to Windsor where it empties into the Connecticut River. A
portion of the Farmington River has been designated one of America’s
Wild and Scenic Rivers, given to certain rivers with outstanding natural,
cultural, and recreational values in order to preserve them for the
enjoyment of present and future generations. The Farmington River’s
West Branch is stocked with brook, brown, and rainbow trout, providing
a superb area for fly-fishing amid spectacular scenery. Fishermen
travel from all over the world to enjoy the unique properties of the river
created by the natural geology of the valley. Many anglers practice
catch and release, while others prefer to bring their catch home for
a rare dining experience!

Sea Kayaking- Connecticut has many outstanding opportunities for
outdoor recreation. The fifty miles of coastline between New Haven and
Rhode Island offer a chance to explore marshes, rivers, and coastal
waterways by kayak. You can paddle among the Thimble Islands east
of New Haven and enjoy the enormous mansions and Victorian houses
built during that bygone era that perch on these tiny gems. Continuing
east, you can explore the lower Connecticut River estuary, a 400-mile
watershed with tidal marshes rich in wildlife, named as one of the
“Last Great Places” by The Nature Conservancy. Continuing east, you
can visit Rocky Neck State Park, the Pattagensett River Marsh Wildlife
Area, and Bluff Point State Park. You can then paddle into Mystic and
enjoy the tall ships up close.
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MEMBERSHIP

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Standard membership benefits:
•Free admission to special events
•Reduced rates for workshops
•15% discount at the UConn Co-op
•Early notification of programs
•Museum Newsletter

William Morlock, Chairman
David Bingham, M.D.
Liz Buttner, CT Department of Education
Jean Crespi, Geosciences and Biology, UConn
Steve Fish, CT Department of Environmental
Protection
Carl Lindquist, M.D.
Natalie Munro, Anthropology, UConn
Dennison Nash, Anthropology, UConn, Emeritus
Morty Ortega, Natural Resources, UConn
Karin Peterson, CT Comm. on Culture & Tourism
David Wagner, Biology, UConn
Walter Woodward, State Historian, UConn

Regular Memberships
1 Year
2 Year
___ Family........................... $45 .......... $80
___ Couple .......................... $40 .......... $70
___ Senior Couple ............... $35 .......... $60
___ Individual ..................... $35 .......... $60
___ Student Individual ........ $25 .......... $45
___ Senior Individual .......... $25 .......... $45
Consider upgrading to an Owl Membership.
These memberships provide special support
for Museum programs. In addition to standard
membership benefits, Owl Members receive
guest passes, gifts, and more.

S TA F F
Nick Bellantoni, State Archaeologist
David Colberg, Public Information &
Marketing Coordinator
Collin Harty, Exhibit and Communication Design
Leanne Kennedy Harty, Director
Emily Matthews, Membership Coordinator
Robert Thorson, Stone Wall Initiative
Undergraduate Students: Melica Bloom, Alex
Brittingham, Joseph Carrano, Katelyn Hanion, Myles
Jones, Lynn Kowsz, and Kelsey Sullivan.

VOLUNTEERS
Volunteers are a vital part of the Museum’s effort
to provide innovative programming and enrich the
museum experience. We wish to thank the following
individuals for joining the new volunteer program:
Melissa Collins, Cynthia Jones, Kathleen Lynch, Rich
Morrow, Clint Morse, Matt Opel, Erin Sullivan.

Owl Memberships
___ Saw-whet Owl ............................... $75
___ Snowy Owl .................................. $150
___ Screech Owl................................. $300
___ Barn Owl ..................................... $600

After ten years serving as our Program
Coordinator & Collections Manager

Cheri Collins
has retired. We invite all those she
has touched over the years to
join the Museum board and
staff in wishing her the very best
in her new ventures. Thanks Cheri!

Donation
$_________ Museum Program Fund
$_________ Building Fund
Name ______________________________
Address _____________________________
City/St/Zip __________________________
Telephone ___________________________
Email ______________________________
___Check to: UConn Foundation (CSMNH)
___Visa ___MC ___AmEx ___Discover
Card number _________________________
Expiration Date _______________________
Signature ____________________________
Mail to: CSMNH, UConn, 2019 Hillside Rd.,
Unit 1023, Storrs CT 06269-1023
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