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RENTON, Wash. — For a time 
this season, it looked like the part-
nership between Shane Waldron 
and the Seattle Seahawks wasn’t 
working.

The offense that was supposed 
to evolve under Waldron’s watch 
as offensive coordinator and 
accentuate the skills of Russell 
Wilson, DK Metcalf and others was 
failing to meet expectations.

“A lot of different inconsistencies 

showed up throughout the year,” 
Waldron said this week.

Something changed in the 
past month, however, whether it 
was the team understanding the 
offense better, key players getting 
healthy, easier opponents or a 
combination of all of that. Seattle 
has moved closer toward the type 
of offense everyone expected in 
Waldron’s first season going into 
Sunday’s season finale in Arizona.

The offense that showed up in 
Week 1 in Indianapolis and then 
disappeared for the better part 

of three months has slowly come 
back into focus. And with it seem 
to be assurances Waldron will get 
a second season in charge of the 
offense if he wants the challenge.

“I don’t think that we missed 
the opportunity to grow, get the 
messaging across, the principles, 
the philosophies of what we are 
trying to do,” coach Pete Carroll 
said. “I think that you can see there 
are enough illustrations in our play 
this year that you can see exactly 
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While running through 
Bicentennial Park in 
Anchorage, biolo-

gist Jessy Coltrane spotted a 
porcupine in a birch tree. On 
her runs on days following, she 
saw it again and again, in good 
weather and bad. Over time, she 
knew which Alaska creature she 
wanted to study.

“I thought, ‘Oh my god, how 
does he do it? How does this 
animal make it through winter?’” 
Coltrane said years ago during 
the December defense of her 
doctoral thesis in Fairbanks. “It 
would be 20 below out and he’s 
there eating (bark).”

Coltrane’s study cast some 
midwinter light on the Alaska 
porcupine, perhaps the least-
studied mammal in the state. 
She at first wanted to learn about 
what porcupines did in winter, 
but switched to studying the 
physiology of the quilled crea-
ture after the porcupines she 
watched hardly moved on their 
tree-limb perches.

Winter porcupine behavior 
“doesn’t happen,” she joked at 
her defense.

But that lack of activity in a 
subarctic winter made porcu-
pines more intriguing to her. The 
porcupine doesn’t avoid winter 
by hibernating like a bear, nor 
does it curl up in an earthen 
womb like the beaver (the only 
larger rodent in Alaska). She saw 
porcupines most often in trees, 
with no protection from the 
elements.

In designing her study, 
Coltrane mused about the chal-
lenges of an exposed life during 
an Alaska winter: Bitter air 
temperatures would probably 
require a porcupine to take in 
more calories, she thought. This 
seemed puzzling when a porcu-
pine’s major food was to be the 
inner bark of white spruce trees 
and the tree’s bitter needles, rich 
with toxins that discourage most 
every other animal from chew-
ing them.

To begin her study, she 
searched for detailed studies of 
far-north porcupines. She found 
none. With advice from biolo-
gists she respected, she set up 
her own study, installing radio 
collars on porcupines in the 
forests of Anchorage and with 
the help of her husband building 
pens for a few in Fairbanks. The 
captive porcupines helped her 

understand how they functioned 
on such a poor diet.

After a study that took her 
more than six years, Coltrane 
presented these porcupine 
insights during her thesis 
defense:

■ Alaska porcupines are 
almost twice as large as Lower 48 
porcupines.

■ Porcupines in her study area 
didn’t “hibernate on the hoof” 
by lowering their body tempera-
tures to save energy; whether 
it was 30 above or 30 below, 
porcupines — insulated by their 
quills and dense guard hairs 
— remained at about the same 
body temperature as a human’s.

■ The porcupines in her study, 
each of which she named, 
ate a highly toxic winter diet 
that required lots of energy to 
process. They survived the winter 
by burning body fat and moving 
very little.

■ Fifty percent of a porcupine’s 
weight in fall was in the form 
of fat. “That’s ridiculously fat,” 
Coltrane said. “Like a polar bear 
or a seal.”

■ Despite eating low-protein 
foods in winter, porcupines 
did not lose lean tissue. They 
instead lost 30 percent of their fat 
reserves.

■ More than 20% of their 
meager dietary intake was lost in 
their urine, most likely a result 
of ridding their bodies of toxins 
stored in spruce needles.

■ Her Alaska porcupines had 
larger winter home ranges than 
did Lower 48 porcupines, and 
spent time in mixed hardwood 
and conifer forests.

■ Porcupines she studied spent 
79% of their time in and around 
white spruce trees, the rest of 
the time in birch. “(Eating) birch 
gives them a break from the 
toxins,” Coltrane said. “Maybe 
that’s why they prefer mixed 
forest.”

■ While dealing with winter 
“for a ridiculous number of 

months,” Coltrane’s porcupines 
depleted their fat reserves. To 
survive, porcupines depend on 
nutritious springtime greenery, 
which must be delicious after 
months of nibbling bark and 
spruce needles.

• Since the late 1970s, the 
University of Alaska Fair-
banks’ Geophysical Institute 
has provided this column free 
in cooperation with the UAF 
research community. Ned 
Rozell is a science writer for the 
Geophysical Institute. A version of 
this column ran in 2011.

The porcupine’s winter in slow-motion
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Jessy Coltrane and her study subject in Anchorage. 
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Seahawks hope late offensive 
surge is springboard into ‘22

By Tim Booth
Associated Press

AP PHOTO / JOHN FROSCHAUER 
Seattle Seahawks quarterback Russell Wilson (3) hands the game ball to referee Tony Corrente (99) after an NFL 
football game against the Detroit Lions, Sunday, Jan. 2, 2022, in Seattle. 

DURHAM, N.C. — When 
second-ranked Duke returned 
from a COVID-19 outbreak, it 
didn’t take long for coach Mike 
Krzyzewski to see just how much 
work was ahead for the Blue 
Devils to get back into form.

“One of the kids, he was 
back for the first day” of prac-
tice, Krzyzewski said. “After 2 
minutes, he threw up, and then 
he came back to practice and did 
well.”

It’s a scene more common for 
the start of preseason training, 
not the middle of a schedule.

Yet it’s one of the challenges 
facing men’s and women’s 
basketball coaches across 
the country amid the grow-
ing number of postponements, 
cancellations and pauses.

After an abrupt halt to the 
schedule due to COVID-19 
protocols, players face the ardu-
ous task of gradually getting back 
into game shape while avoiding 
injuries that come from pushing 
too hard to make up for lost time. 
Men’s teams like the Blue Devils, 
fifth-ranked UCLA and Flor-
ida, along with the 11th-ranked 
UConn women are among those 
searching for that balance in 
returns this week.

“It’s definitely going to be a 
slow grind,” Duke wing Wendell 
Moore Jr. said. “I mean, because 
the place we were in before, it 
took months of preparation.”

As of Friday afternoon, more 
than 720 men’s and women’s 
games have been postponed 
or canceled through Monday 
because of COVID-19, the major-
ity coming in the past three 
weeks. That has again thrown 

schedules into chaos and stalled 
gains from months of condition-
ing. And that only increases risks 
for pulled hamstrings, sprained 
ankles or more serious injuries as 
players try to rush back.

Marcia I. Faustin, a UC Davis 
Health system doctor of family 
and sports medicine, said 
athletes must build gradually 
toward long-term goals.

“The way I explain it to athletes 
is like a concussion proto-
col,” said Faustin, a three-sport 
college athlete who later worked 
with the U.S. women’s gymnas-
tics team at the Tokyo Olympics. 
“We just don’t throw you back 
in. We need some time for your 
body to get used to what you’re 
doing.”

Then there are the challenges 
of getting athletes in top shape 
for competition, or “game shape.”

“You’ve got to get back to your 
aerobic activity and resistance 
activities that you do and get 
your body and nervous system 
used to those movements again,” 
said Geoffrey Martin Dreher, 
a sports medicine doctor and 
assistant professor of orthopae-
dic surgery at Johns Hopkins 
University School of Medicine.

Dreher, who also works as a 
team doctor for Johns Hopkins 
sports teams, added, “It’s that 
conditioning that might come 
back quickly. But then a lot of 
the abrupt change of move-
ments you have and react to in 
a game setting can complicate 
things and make things a little bit 
difficult.”

That much has been evident 
for teams who had to put seasons 
on hold.

At Duke, the Blue Devils beat 

COVID-19 pauses have teams 
working way back to ‘game shape’

By Aaron Beard
Associated Press
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