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Natural Hisfory

"WHERE DOES A SWALLOW BUILD ITS NEST ?

A swallow builds its nest inside farm buildings and on
Jedges in old chimneys. The nest is made of mud, straw
.and saliva, with feathers and wool to line the inside. It
takes a pair of swallows up to several weeks to make the
-saucer-shaped nest in the rafters of a barn.

Swallows start arriving in Europe at the end of March,
-a little earlier than their close relatives, the house martins.
"They spend the winter in South Africa and usually returnto
the same district—and even the same nest— where they settled
before. The female lays four or five eggs, white with reddish-
‘brown speckles. She sits on them for about 15 days before
‘they hatch out. Both parents then fced the nestlings with
insects which they catch while flying. Swallows usually lay
two sets of eggs.

They leave for their winter quarters in September, ga-
“thering in large flocks and often perching on telephone wires,
before setting off. The young birds of the first brood leave
before their parents and, by an inborn knowledge, know
'which way to go.

"WHAT ARE TEASEL PLANTS USED FOR?
Teasels are used in the making of woollen cloth. The
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«ommon teascl grows wild in England and Wales and southerm
parts of Scotland. Itis also found in Europe, Asia and North
Africa.

The teasel has large prickly flower heads which remain
on the dead stems throughout the winter. The actual flowers
are tiny deep lilac florets and round the base of the flowcr-
head therc is a ring of spines. The stem and leaves are prick-
ly and the leaves are joined at the stem to collect rainwater.

The teasel belongs to the scabious family and many peo-
ple collect them in autumn for decoration throughout the
winter.

There is also a garden teasel called fuller’s teasel, which
has little hooks at the end of the spines, or bracts, surrounding
the base of the flowerhead. This is the teasel that is used in
the making of woollen cloth. The cloth is brushed up with
the teasels so that the fibres of wool become separated frcin

~cach other. This is known as ‘‘teasing’”.

WHY DO DOGS HAVE A GOOD SENSE OF SMELL ?

Dogs have a better sense of smell than we do because thc
physieal structure of a dog is better adapted for scenting : o-
dours. In dogs this sense has remained keen, while in man it
has become comparatively dull. Dogs use scent in feeding,
detecting enemies, recognizing mates and offspring and in
rivalry.

The chemical sense of smell is called chemoreception and
the sense organs chemoreceptors. But there is littde in the
structure of the nose to provide clues about its mechanism,
-and relatively little is known about how smell works. There:
-are no accessory structures in the nose, and the receptors and
mnerve fibres leading to the brain are so fine that they are dif-
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ficult to study. The chemorcceptors of human beings, dogs
and other mammals kic in a cleft in cach nostril.

During quict breathing the main flow of air by-passcs
the cleft. But when a mammal sniffs, air is drawn into the
clefts and over about half a squarc inch of yellowish tissue in
which are embedded several million chemoreceptors. They
are long thin cells with hairlike crowns making a web lying
on the surface of the tissue which is bathed in mucus. These
are connected to a part of the brain called the olfactory bulb,
the size of which is a fair indication of the keenness of the sense
of smell.

The olfactory bulb of a dog is much larger than that of
a man. The moist nose of a dog also aids his sense of smell.

Smells are immensely important to dogs as we see from
the way they refuse to by-pass a scent without investigating it
and, very often, adding to it. They mark their home range
and investigate passers-by. Their keen sense has becn
used by man as a help in hunting and tracking for many
thousands of years.

‘'WHEN DO BIRDS MIGRATE?

Millions of birds of many different varieties migrate at
the end of summer. With unfailing regularity they leave
the regions where they were born to fly to warmer climates
for the winter. The following spring they return to their
breeding grounds.

Each year these migratory birds travel as much as 20,000
miles, finding their way back on time with extraordinary pre-
cision. Some travel as individuals.

Migration is triggered off by the length of daylight, which
apparently affects the birds’ nervous systems. When the days
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get shorter the birds receive the signal to leave for their war-
mer winter grounds, and, when the daylight increases to a
certain level, they receive another signal to return home.

WHERE WAS THE FIRST ZGO?

The first zoo was formed in China in the 12th Century
B. C. But it was not called a zoo. Wen, ihe ancient Chinese
king who started it, wanted to collect different types of animals
from all over his empire. He kept them in what he called
a “garden of intelligence”, near his palace.

Some of the largest zoos are in North America. There
are big ones in the Bronx, New York City, and in Washing-
ton and San Diego.

WHAT IS REINDEER MOSS ?

Reindeer moss is a species of lichen so called because
it is the staple winter food of reindeer (and caribou) in Arctic
and sub-Arctic regions. The animals reach the plant by
scraping away the snow with their feet. But plant growth
in those cold northern lands in so slow that the lichen can
take more than 30 years to recover after the reindeer have
grazed. These domesticated herds therefore have to travel
long distances in search of food, and the Laplanders of north-
ern Scandinavia, who depend on the animals for their liveli-
hood, must travel with them.

Fortunately, reindeer moss is especially abundant in
Lapland, although it also grows extensively in much of nor-
thern Europe, the tundra (or treeless plains) of Siberia and
the barren expanses of Arctic America,
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During the short summer the reindeer are able to feed on
herbage and shoots then accessible in the valleys. These
versatile animals provide the Laplanders with meat, milk,
chicese and the raw materials for clothing, shoes and tents.
They are also a means of transport.

Reindeer moss  is somctimes eaten by human beings, after
being powdered and mixed with other food. But it leaves a
sl:ghtly burning sensation on the human palate. This bluish-

zrey plant grows erect in tufis, and is remarkable for its many
branches, which, strangely, resemble a deer’s antlers.

WHY DO MANY FLOWERS HAVE A SWEET SCENT ?

The sweet scent of flowers is designed to attract insects
who scek food in the shape of pollen and the fragrant-smeiling
nectar. This nectar is a solution of sugars produced in little
sacs called nectaries at the base of the flower petal.

The insects have a part in the process of fertilization.
Almost all plants perpetuate themselves by means of sexual
reproduction, during which a male reproductive cell or sperm
fuses with the female reproductive cell or egg.

When bees or other insects visit flowers in search of the
sweet-smelling nectar, partsof their ha'ry bodies become dusted
with pollen which contains the male reproductive cells. This
rubs off on the flower’s carpels which contain the egg or ovule.

Insects seem to be strongly attracted by sweet scents.
In fact, some {lov. crs, such as the Meadow Sweet, are so high-
ly scented that insects are attracted to them although they
have no nectar to offer. Most insect-pollinated flowers have
evolved wonderful devices for guiding the movements of the
insect. In this way they ensure that pollen is dusted over the
insect’s Dbody,
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