
Not many birds are suited for an arctic lifestyle, 
but God designed the willow ptarmigan 

with everything it needs to thrive in the 
freezing-cold tundra. In addition to 

plenty of warm plumage (including 
specialized feathers that warm 
its feet and shield its nostrils 
f rom snow) ,  the ptarmigan 
changes color with the seasons.

In  spr ing  the  ptarmigan is  a 
combination of white and brown, 
blending in with the melting snow. 
In summer it turns a mixture of 
deep gray and brown to blend in 
with the ground. During the fall, 
it becomes a speckled brown 
until, finally, it turns nearly 
completely white to blend in 
with the winter snow.
But the white isn’t just for 
show. The barbules beneath 
the ptarmigan’s  feathers 
create the white look as they 
lose their pigment—but in 
the process, they fill with air, 

offering extra insulation to the 
snow-dwelling bird.

Pictured: willow ptarmigan (Lagopus 
lagopus)
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