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A healthy garden is home to many things, not just plants.  Many 
critters may decide that you have created the perfect habit for them 
to live in.  We all like to watch the birds and the butterflies but most 
gardeners don’t want to deal with the creepy crawly critters.  
However, they have their place in a healthy ecosystem too.  One of 
the unsung heroes of the garden is the American toad.  Reportedly a 
single toad will eat about 10,000 insects over the summer. 

 

The American toad, Anaxyrus americanus, is the most widespread 
toad species in North America and is found throughout the eastern 
United States and Canada.  There are three subspecies: the eastern 
American toad (A. a. americanus), the dwarf American toad (A. a. 
charlesmithi), and the rare Hudson Bay toad (A. a. copei).  (A new 
taxonomy changed the genus to Anaxyrus from the previously used 
Bufo.) 

 

American toads can grow up to 4.5 inches long.  They have short legs, chubby bodies and thick skins with warts.  
The warts are not true warts, but bumpy skin glands.  And no, you do not get warts from touching toads.  They 
have four toes on each front leg and on the hind legs, five toes connected together by webbing.  Their pupils are 
oval and black with a circle of gold around them. 

 

Normally their skin color is a shade of brown, but it can also be red with light patches, olive, or even gray.  Their 
bellies are white or yellow.  Toad skin color can change from yellow to brown to black depending on 
temperature, humidity and stress.  To help protect them from being eaten, American toads have paratoid 
glands, which produce a foul-smelling, toxic chemical.  The chemical from the skin glands can be irritating to 
people so always wash your hands after handling toads.  Older toads lose their skin about four times a year.  
The skin peels off in one piece and is collected under its tongue, where it is then gulped down. 

 

There are two ways to tell the difference between male and female toads.  Males have dark colored throats 
(black or brown) while females have white throats and are lighter overall.  Female American toads are also 
larger than the males. 
 

Mating begins in the spring when male toads search out pools of water and begin calling females.  Many breed 
in temporary ponds such as vernal pools and other shallow wetlands free of fish.  The call of the American toad 
is a long, pleasant trill, which sounds like crickets calling.  When a male calls, the pouch at his throat puffs out 
like a large, inflatable balloon.  After mating, females will lay 4000 to 8000 eggs in two long strings.  If stretched 
out each row of eggs would measure anywhere from 20 to 66 feet.  American toad eggs are black on top and 
white on the bottom and embedded in a clear sticky gel.  The eggs are attached to plants.  Depending on the 
water temperature hatching occurs 3 to 12 days after laying.  The black tadpoles will steadily grow by eating 
plant material for 40 to 70 days.  As tadpoles transform into adults they grow legs, absorb the tail, and change 
from gill-breathing to lung-breathing and from herbivore to carnivore.  They will then emerge from the water as 
young toads, who like all amphibians need to keep their skin moist. 
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Most American toads do not survive more than a year or two and the majority die as tadpoles.  However, they 
are capable of living much longer and some toads have survived 10 years in the wild.  Predators of adult toads 
include snakes, owls, skunks and raccoons. 

 

American toads are mostly active at night.  Toads are predators and they use 
their sticky tongues to grab prey.  Their diet includes crickets, mealworms, 
earthworms, ants, spiders, snails, slugs, centipedes, moths, mites and other 
small invertebrates.  They will eat just about anything that fits in their mouth.  
For larger prey they use their arms to stuff it into their mouths.  Toads do not 
drink water but soak it in, absorbing moisture through their skin. 
 

Toads are beneficial to gardeners because they consume insects harmful to 
flowers, vegetables and other plants.  There are several things you can do to 
help attract toads to you garden.  American toads require water for their early 
development.  To watch their life cycle add a shallow pond with natural 
vegetation and rocks (no fish).  Minimize the use of pesticides and fertilizers in 
your yard.  Amphibians breathe through their skin, so they are especially 
sensitive to toxins in the air or water. 

 

Toads need dense patches of vegetation for cover and hunting.  During daylight hours they seek cover under 
porches, boards, flat stones, logs and wood piles.  Adding an old stump or hollow log to your garden can be 
decorative and also help provide cover.  Leaf litter under shrubs will also provide cover and a place for them to 
hunt.  Replace some of your lawn with native ground covers, grasses and wildflowers. 

 

Create or buy a toad house to add to your garden.  Prop up pieces of wood or 
half-bury a large flowerpot on its side to give toads a damp, shady place.  It is 
better not to have a floor in your toad house because they like to dig.  Good 
garden soil, well amended with compost, is easy for them to dig in.  Your toad 
abode should be placed in a shady spot near a water source.  If you don’t 
have a pond a large saucer of water or near a gutter downspout will do.  
Make sure the door of the house is large enough to admit a plump toad. 

 

Toads are cold-blooded and they survive the winter by hibernating.  When the 
weather gets cold toads will dig down into loose soil, up to three feet.  This 
insulates them from freezing temperatures.  As the weather warms and 
insects become active, the toads will emerge from hibernation and go back to 
gobbling insects in your garden. 

 

Sources for this article include:  University of Michigan, Michigan Department of Natural Resources, National 
Wildlife Federation, and South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks. 
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