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When Laziness Pays Off

It is hard to imagine how this improbable beast manages
to survive. It can barely see or hear; it has very little mus-
cle; it cannot walk or even stand; it spends most of its life
hanging upside down, sleeping.

Everything it does seems to be in slow motion. It may
take as long as 30 seconds to shift one leg a few inches.
It even sneezes slowly—when it sncezes at all

If you were to fire a gun next to one of these creatures,
it would do no more than turn its head and blink. Its incre-
dible sluggishness is truly ‘“one of the wonders of nature,”
says an American zoologist. Yet it is one of the most suc-
cessful mammals alive today. Despite its laziness, it is be-
lieved to be the most abundant tree-dwelling mammal in South
America’s tropical forests.

What is its secret? This indolent creature is a three-toed
sloth. Named after one of the seven deadly sins®, the sloth’s
very existence seems an affront to our notions about the value
of hard work. Sloths spend about 18 hours of every day sleep-
ing. Even when awake, they remain nearly motionless; their
few movements seem excruciatingly slow to a human obser-
ver.

But the sloth’s extreme sluggishness works to its advan-
tage. This primitive mammal expends so little energy that it
eats much less than its more advanced relatives—one reason
for its success. It survives on a few calories, and the leaves
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it cats are abundant.

The sloth’s laziness in grooming helps its natural camou-
flage. Its coarse hair, rarely tended®, is practically an ecosys-
tem to itself, populated by® two species of bluc-green algae,
a cockroachlike moth and bundreds of beeltes. The algae
turns the sloth’s hair greenish, making it almost invisible in
the trees, inconspicuous to jaguars and eagles, its predators.

Sloths have extremely tough skin, and their wounds hcal
quickly and cleanly; thus they survive injuries that would
kill other animals. Another key to the sloth’s survival is its
long, sickle-shaped claws, which enable it to hang effortlessly
from the limbs of trees and give the animal such a geod
grip that it’s nearly impossible to pry one® loose from its
branch. Sloths remain hanging even after they die, often until
their bodies have become quite decomposed.

The Indians who hunt sloths for meat often resort to
sawing off the entire branch, sloth dangling obliviously® from
the end. When on the ground, a threc-toed sloth will lie help-
lessly, all four limbs sprawled out®. It can only move by
pulling itself along on its belly.

Nevertheless, the sloth is perfect—that is, perfectly adapt-
ed to its arboreal environment. Whereas monkeys and other
tree dwellers rely on swiftness and agility for survival, the
sloth’s very sluggishness is the key to its success.
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Do Chimps Really Use Tools?

Not only do they use tools; they invent them. It was
Jane Doodall, perhaps the best known of all animal behav-
iorists, who brought this phenomenon to the world’s atten-
tion®. To chimps, termites are a delicacy. But, in their hard
earthen mounds laced with intricate networks of tunnels, the
insects are not easily procured.

Goodall learned how a very simple tool makes it possible
for chimpanzees to go termite “fishing”®. The chimp simply
scrapes away the surface of the nest with a finger, then inserts
a twig or a long stem of grass — the tool. Almost instantly,
termites grab at the intruding element. The chimpanzee retri-
eves the tool with termites dangling from it and nibbles them
off, like a kid with a lollipop. Chimps have also been known
to use rocks to crack open nuts.@

Goodall observed that chimps sometimes modify tools
to make them work better. Thus, before employing twigs as
termite “‘fishing rods,” the apes may strip off the leaves. It
has been similarly well-documented in the laboratory that
some apes can solve certain problems by improvising tools.
For example, they can obtain food that is lying or hanging
out of reach by connecting rods or stacking boxes.

These animals know how to make sponges, too. A chimp
will grasp® a bunch of leaves, chew them, and roll them
into a ball. It then plunks the leaf sponge into tree hollows
and other places where water collects, When the leaves are
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soaked, the chimp squeezes the liquid into its mouth.

Tool-using is not exclusively a chimpanzee trait. To
accomplish tasks beyond their natural physical limits, other
animals also use sticks, stones, feathers and other foreign
objects. But among behaviorists, a debate still rages as to
exactly what all this means.

The debate is important because until fairly recently the
scientific community agreed that one characteristic separating
man from all other animals was the fact that humans made
and used tools. Now that tool use has been documented in
other animals, scientists are pondering whether such behavior
is learned, instinctual or both. The evidence that apes seem
to be capable, through a trial-and-error process, of intuitively
solving problems by using tools suggests that an intellectual
process is going on.®

Whatever the significance of animal tool use, there is
no gainsaying its inventiveness.® Jackdaws use rocks as
“anvils” to smash shellfish. Male bowerbirds “paint” their
basketlike bowers with berry juices and fruit pulp, “brushing”
it on@ with a wad of fibrous bark. The woodpecker finch
of the Galapagos grasps a twig or cactus spine, then probes
inside trees to pry out grubs and other insects. Polar bears
have reportedly killed walruses using blocks of ice as blud-
geons.

The Egyptian vulture clutches a stone with its beak,
rears its head back and fires the stone at ostrich eggs, which
are too thick to crack open with a simple peck. The northern
shrike uses thorny bushes or the forks of tree branches to
impale insect prey, storing dinner for a later date. Elephants
scratch themselves with sticks held in their trunks. Sea otters
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dine on clams, mussels, sea urchins or abalone, which they
bash open with a rock “mallet”.

The more scientists study the way these and other ani-
mals behave, the more they are forced to narrow their defini-
tion of what does indeed separate people from other creatures.
The study of tool use is just one aspect of this. In recent
years chimpanzees and other apes have been taught in labor-
atory to use sign language or computers for communicating

~ with people.
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Why Do Birds Sing?

A “song” is a succession of musical tones repeated in
a recognizable patiern. Of the world’s 8,600 or so bird speci-
cs, nearly half are songbirds.® Some, like the song sparrow
family, have a dozen different melodies. Others, like the red-
winged blackbird, know only one or two. Birds other than
songbirds muke various noises — clucks, croaks, peeps,
squeaks — but they cannot sing songs.

Usually only the male of a species sings and scientists
believe this activity is closely correlated with nesting and mat-
ing. The males sing most effusively when certain hormoal
levels increase. They use their melodics to define and defend
their nesting territories. Scometinies, singing may substitute
for fighting over an arca in question — a sort of battle of
the singers. Because different kinds of songbirds do not usu-
ally have the same food and nesting requirements, several
spceies can coexist peacefully in the same area.

In addition to driving away their rivals, male songbirds
employ their musical skills to woo their mates. Once the birds
have paired off, singing may reinforce the bond they've esta-
blished. It is also probably an important factor in repro-
ductive success:Singing may help to synchronize the bird’s sexual
cycles during the early stages of their “‘relationship.”

But sex is not the only reason birds sing.@ Some resear-
chers now believe many birds sing for the sheer joy of it.
That may help explain why nightingales and European black-
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birds combine dificrent notes to, In ciluct, CcoOMpoLe Gew songs.
Otiier birds seem to enjoy copying meiodics ihey hear around
them®.
particular songs of their own but they are

Such species as the stading and lyrebird have no
expert mimics. It
has been suggested that for these birds, singing may have
become less of a territorial imperative; it is no longer needed
to find a mate.

Not long ago, two American scientists found that some
songbirds sing not omly to announce what species they be-
long to, but also to proclaim thcir individaal identity. Study-
ing indigo buntings and white-throated sparrows, the researci-
ers learned that conflict between males of the same p cies
is minimized once the birds grow accustomed to each o
distinct melodies.

At times, somc songhirds “pzep” rather than sing. These
sounds are usually made up of one or two “call” notes that
have little or nothing to do with mating. Instead, pzeps are
used to signal members of the samz species. A call may alert
a flock that a predator is ncar, orchestrate migration or
coordinate other group activitics.
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