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[I'he B.Ac?. nas four.Ced in 1932. Below is the Sl:bs tance of a talk on 
i-'~s h:~stors, given by C.S, Elton at a mee ting on 14- r,ebruary 1962, . in 
the Libra:.--;-/ of th~ Bure&u at the Botanic Garien. '.i'i:-:.e text has had to 
be moC!ifiGd sl::i.gh ~'.;ly to allcw fo:c the f act that a numbe::::- of lantern 
sliO.es were shovfi:l. :i.n the aatua:. taJ.k, and one or two :=J ;all i te:ns have 
been added. It is to be understood ti1at no attempt was made to describe 
fully the post-war work of the Bureau. J 

In ~920 I '!:as strons1y i :".f'J_u6nced. by ViGtor ShelforC:.'s bo0k on !mimal 

Com.'Iluni ties in Te,F~rate Amerjca_, which containeCl an ecological survey 

of the neighbourhood of Chicago. In 1921 I had the luck to be asked to 

join the Oxfc.rcl Ur.iv-ersi. ,cy E:xpedi tidn to Spi tsb~.:a·gen, as assj_stant to 

Julian Huxley. = ·,7°.s tI'.8n an undcrgrac'J.u;:, te. He let rr:::o; do what I . liked, 

and thj_s was a~:. ecolog:~.cel sllrvey c:"' anirrtl life. Spitsbe!"g0n lies not 

very far fro:n tl1e lfort:1 Pele. Old Warden Spoor.er once rerr~ked to Huxley 

in his qi.la-;_r · ~ vmy: ;: I uncc7' rstaYJ.l tha t S~i t::-,;:ierge:1 is no further from the 

1\Tortf1 Pole -~-ficv.n La.nd. ~ s E~!d. i s fr-on ,Joh~: ~ er'"} G-aun.~:." t It is heavily glaciated, 

' 
I 
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ine-0ound •for most of the year and some :;:_,arts eve:1 in sur.Tnt:r, an0. because 

of i b high l &tj_tude and geczraphica.l iso:Lat:ion i'rorn Eul'.'as::.a has e. very 

limited f'auna. ;,;,n_erJ. I had finished re,.:i.c ::.ri..g a :r;>&yro;:- t. .. pon t he very sparse 

beetle fa1.ma of t~: e archi:;:ie lago J at th~ Er::.tornological Socjety of London, 

I heard Professor Be. -tei:. on~ t he g"~eat C::uribridge geneticist, remar ]".: in a 

stage whispe:::-: "I don't t:; ink these Ox::'ord. ;-:: .. 2.::. k1ow rcw co col=.ect beetles"l 

In facf~ on:~:r six c.pecies v1ere known. 

'.I.'his wa3 the fjrs c of three expedi t·Lon.s :;o Spi ts·oer~en organized '.~y 

George Binney, a...YJ.d my contact witb him was imfcrto.nt :..~or our future work. 

In 1923 I v1ent again, vvitl1 the Me:rton College Arctic F:xpeo.ition , 'T'' • .. i1lS 

barren spots inde8d. Ir"(ieed, on the who le c:f this i s l a.1d, &!::out the size 
~ 

of Wales, I O:-lly fot::.!.d 9 spei:-ies of dry land invertebra t es -- out of the 

On the way home I happened to 
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spend one of my last three pounds in a shop in Trams~, on Robert Collett's 

book about Norwegian mammals -- Norges Pattedyr, and in it I discovered 

all about lemming migrations, the records of which I translated and mapped. 

It was then that I :found that the migrations had occurred every three to 

four years somewhere in Norway. During the Oxford University Arctic 

Expedition in 1924 I was in charge of the scientific work, and spent the 

sununer at the base crunp on Reindeer Peninsula, a broad low-lying peninsula 

cover ed with Arctic fjaeldmark and other vege t ation. Here I completed as 

far as I could the general ecological survey. At this camp I spent two 

weeks alone with the medical officer of the Expedition, Dr. H. W. Florey, 

and this led to a friendship that also had very important later r esults 

for the work of the Burea~. 

Two other influences on my ideas about this time, while I was an 

undergraduate at Oxford, must be mentioned. One day my tutor, who was 

Julian Huxley, gave me a book to r ead by Gordon Hewitt, on ~ The 

Conservation of the Wild Life of Canada, which contained graphs of the 

fur r eturns of the Hudson's Bay Company, two of the mos t striking being 

those for the snowshoe rabbit (or sUowshoe hare ) and Canada lynx. These 

could be seen to f'luctuate in a remarkably r egular manner and to have 

periodicity of about ten years . Thus the two great Northern cyclical 

T\. 
species, lemming and showshoe hare, each with their special period of 

fluctuation, posed major population problems that we have even now not 

properly solved, although they have occupied the Bureau of Animal Popula-

tion's interest :for a long time. The other influence that :focussed my 

mind on population questions was a book by A.M. Carr-Saunders published in 

1922: The Population Problem. This I devoured in the two days be:fore my 

final Schools in Zoology, and although it was about human populations it 

was full of' exciting ideas of a general nature. 
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I now come to the period 1925··30. 

research on p~pulation cycles. 

trends on a wide geographical sc:ale. In 'l 925, thrm.,gh my earlier co::r'::o.cts 

with George Binney who was now on its s taff, ti1e rh.:C.P. o:::i.' :.:: Es.y Conpai'w asked 

me to become i tG Biological Consul tar;.~ , ca:'._rl3r to ad-vise ·C,he Governor on 

this matter of cyclical fur crops. This enabled me to undertake t ·.';o 

pieces of research. One v•as sending ou~ and analy;::;i.ng 'c-~i3 r esu :.t.ts of an 

annual questionnaire about the changes i"'.l :1·..:ric".:;:rs cf ~- o.c:-iou.s s~c· c:. ,~.s in 

northern Canada. These reports :..~,_~om the f ::.r pos t s [.a·a a ru.....,rung rec orc'l 

f'rom year to year. The ot her line was a s tudy of tt.e p::-..s ·~ i:.~;..st.o~y cf 

the cycles shown in f'ur returns and otl:er reco:i.'.':':s fr orr.. CanP..da. 

Arctic fox is the staple fur crou of the Esl:i.':1.0.'3 a r,:i = il'ge r:u.:-nbcrs a.re 

caught in good winters,. But thin specie8 s~o;,v.s the se.rae sho.rt tl .!.ree to 

f'our year cycle as that of ·i.;he lerrIPi!J0s i::i Ih::.~,vay , ar~J.. fer t he s3.IT~e 

reason lemmings in Canad.a also cycle ar:.d. arc; -~- :1e v::ol.:.al f ood of -+;}1e y;hi tc 

f'ox. This fluctuation is ciea.rly seen in t!J.c -:.i..ne ~c en-\;h s.nd ~:;v:e ".1f: ie t:1 

century fur returns, and the anrn.1al r epc•r ts f \J:::.' :;:_·eccnt t'L11es " s::.mila.:cly' 

it was possible eventua lly to trace 't;ho t en- year cyc ::..e of the 1:rmc as .far 

back as 1736 -- surely the l ongest lu:o·Nn flnc "',na+.ir.:t of a wild p0p11latio:n 

and one tha t covers the whol e of r_o:;,_~ -~he :-~ Car..a.0: '.: ?LI.I t t;rri t ories . 

The two cycles, the short and t h0 J.c:-ig , 0:1d ·::::s i'ooC.·-chains vri t h 

which they are associated , were swr~.3.J:'~_ zed in a n il :::J..:d.rate Ci d::.ei.r '~ -~ha-t I 

helped to prepare for the Le ipzig Fu:c Fair &bout 1928 . On it c:::..n be s een 

lynx to Indian, and thence to the sale room of the Company in Lor..clm: .• 

These enquiries ".~.rere tn be c0ntiri.1~1e:l i.n ...... ari ..-:us .f orrr...s f or 25 ye ars; 

f'irst by rrwself: then by the Chiitys. 
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The second major aspect of this research was that, since none of the 

species chiefly concerned now occurs in Britain, it was desirable, indeed 

absolutely necessary if scientific analysis was to go further, for a study t o 
C/ 

be made of some local rodent p opulation subject to cyclical fluctuations. 

This need led to the Bagley Wood investigation from 1925-28, a piece of team 

work by members of the Department of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy, done 

in the time of the l at e Professor Goodrich. John R. Baker and I joine d up 

together, he t o do breedihg biology and I to do parasites. E .B. Ford came 

in, as a protozoologist. Dr. A.D. Gardner studied the bacteriology and 

spirochaetes . The first three all shared in the arduous field work of nearly 

6oO trap-nights, from which over 2000 mouse and vole bodies were collected 

and analyzed. At first we had Denys Kempson as an assistant, but later 

A.D. Middleton t ook his place. The populations of wood-mice and bank-voles 

built up to a peak of abundance and suffered a crash, though we did not 

manage t o find the cause. This vvas the first systematic inves tiga ti on of 

its kind anywhere in the world. 

The team amicably dissolved and I began to take great interest in 

epidemiology. It was clear that research of this kind required some kind 

of c ontinuity you may have to wait at least three years betvreen each 

manifestation of the crash in numbers. I tried t o generate an artificial 

epidemic among field vol es in special pens in a field near Batley. The 

small wooden hut from which this work was done later on served for Baker 

and Ranson1 s investigation of vole breeding, at the Department of Zoology; 

and at various times housed members of the Bureau and its vole stocks and 

its primitive pre-war workshop. It was not until 194-7 tha t we were to 

obtain any re ally adequate working quarters. 

I must mention now a prive"te circumstance that gre atly influenced my 

actions. My elder brother, Geoffrey York El ton, died suddenly in 1927 
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at the age of 33. I owe t o him mos t of my early training as a naturalist 

since 1909; and al so many contributions' t o my general outlook on ecol ogy 

that grew up in t he earl y twenties. He was a very brilliant naturalist, 

and though not a scientis t, was at one time ongaged in fish f arming, but 

hi s main work was as a school-mas t er. When he died, I had an urge t o 

creat e some kind of permanent memorial in the f orm of a r esearch institute 

from which it will be s een that right fr om the s tart I intended the B.A.P . 

t o be a permanent r esearch unit, not simply a means of expanding my personal 

work . 

I firs t put up a scheme t o the Medical Research Council (who had 

s upported our Bagl ey Wood wor k in a small way) ., f '.:lr the study of virild 

animal dis eases. This f ail ed; but f ortunat ely the Ass istant Secretary of 

the M.R .C., Dr. Landsbor ough Thoms on, offer ed t o help me t o r edraft the 

application. He admonished me f or having ment i oned Climat e . "This worried 

them" he s aid. He then went t hrough the applicati on and alter ed the word 

"Disease" t o the word "Health" throughout, and switched a f ew paragraphs 

r ound, and I eent it in t o the Empire Marketing Board, who gave me a grant 

f or three ye ars. This was my firs t l ess on in applying f or grants. So 

IVliddle t on and I s ettled d own t o work on what we c alled "The Oxford Rodent 

Investigation". From now on we concentrat ed on the field vol e , liiicrotus 

agrestis, at the same time s t arting a search of the world literature on 

t hese t opics. I had the ambition t o c ollect into one r oom all t he publi­

cations concerned with leITu~ings -- and her e they ar e now in this Library. 

Middle t on had the bright idea of using the new plantations made by the 

For es try Commi ss i on on the Scottish and Welsh hills, for here were the 

c onditions of deep gr ass cover that encouraged full development of a cycle 

in numb ers which we were pl eased t o f ind WE:.S not diss i milar in l ength to that 

of the l emming. On the l ong rides through the young trees we laid out trace 
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s ample points and did various other things on numbers. 

Meanwhile J ohn Baker and R.M. Rans on had embarked on the first proper 

l ab or at ory study of the causes of breeding s eas ons in voles. Richard Ranson, 

like Niiddle t on, had been a l ab or a tory assis t ant a t StoveSchool. He had a 

special talent f ur breaking-in wild mammal s t o f orm l e_bor at ory stock, and 

was successful with the field v ol e , the Orkney v ole, the Continental vole 

(iviicrotus arvalis), the wood-mouse, and the hedgehog. He died of over-work 

near the end of the War in 1944. 

Her e .I digress a bit. When I read what the Vice-Chancellor s aid in 

his Oration last year, ab out the danger of the administrative machinery 

in Oxford University grinding t o a halt, I like to r ec ollect that I put in 

an application t o the Empire Marketing Board f or Baker's work on a Friday, 

and r eceived the grant, a quite substantial sum, on the following Tuesday. 

I do not think that administrat ors nowadays fully realise the tremendous 

s train and stress that i s l aid on r esearch wor kers by having t o wait such 

l ong periods of uncertainty f or deaisions, especially ab out grants . 

Nowadays it may take anything up t o a year . 

By 1931 the Great :D:;pression had happened and ab out tha t time all our 

grants wer e cut off -- Empire Marketing Board and Huds on's Bay Company. 

But in 1930 a rich .American gentleman f r om Washington, D.C., iVJr. Copley 

Amor y , had approached the Huds on's Bay Company and then myself, about 

organizing a scientific c onfe rence t o dis cuss v,rild life cycles. This was 

called the Mat amek Confer ence on Biol ogical Cycles, and took place in a 

Fr ench Canadian fishing village on the north s hore of the Gulf of St. 

Lawr ence that was Mr . Amory' s property. I acted as its scientific secretary. 

It i s the only confer ence I have ever known at which the Chairman walked in 

one morning and threw down t wo large river ::oalmon that he had just caught, 
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and at which not only professors "and various biologists (including Aldo Leopold, 

R. G. Green and William Rowan) wer e present , but also red Indians , game and 

fishery wardens, poachers and the capt ain of the Quebec ice-breaker. (The 

last-named would be a wonderful help i n Oxford). As a result of this meeting, 

the New York Zoological Society took up an ac tive interest in my work , through 

their President ~Ir . liiadison Grant and the Director of their Zoo, Dr. Reid Blair, 

the l atter of whom had been at ~Iatamek and subsequently visited Oxford. They 

made me a gr ant on which I was able to live for tvvo years and vvithout which the 

Bureau couid not have started then. We al so received a large grant from the 

Royal Society for the fur t her s tudy of vole cycles. 

I some times claim that if I have learned to write clear English, it i s 

from learning Greek a t school and from writing applications for grants. Anyway, 

the Bureau was per!nitted to be se t up in 1932, on a trial run -- which eventually 

l as t ed 13 years before permanent absorption into the University. It started in 

t he Department of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy, with three of us -- :Middleton, 

D.H.S. Davis and myself, working in two rooms. Soon afterwards Ranson joined us. 

We had few r esources , no workshop, no libre.ry except my own, but a great deal of 

energy and optimism. Problems which novr look difficult or even insoluble, 

looked easy . We were the Prospectors, who preceded the Developers and the 

Sceptics. Tom War wick al so came for t >vo years to study the muskrat invasion 

in Shropshire and Scotland, but was s t a tioned a t a distance from Oxford. In 
s 

193\. 1Viiss Marie Gibbs came as our Secretary; she i s still with us -- the longest 

surviving member of the Bureau except myself. 

From 1932 to 1939 our 3ain preoccupation was with vole populations, although 

during the ruins of the Slu.~p ~iiddleton had with his characteristic Northai~pton-

shire toughness started a national enquiry into the spread and distribution of 

the invading Alnerican grey ~uirrel which was later r epeated by various people 
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and is now one of the continuiyt{?; projects of the M.A.1:<1 .I:'. Later he also 

developed an important bit of wor :( on cornnon part·idgc pop:i::..a tions , and nuc 

long before the War left us to b ecome direc·cor o-f: tLe game :-·esearcl-i statio:::1 

of Imperial Chemical Industries. 

vYe chose nine stations for me a;::;uring vo1c r.yclcs , sp:roaci fro;:i Oxford. u 1) 

to North Wales and the Scottish Border, and f -Jr :·;her to t~1e mountains of West 

Scotland and Aberdeenshire. (Here a lantern sliclc was s l1 own of a massi-,/e 

mountain in Argyll, the top i".l mist and the side s sl c.;ping dO"::n for a thc:-J.sand 

feet to Loch Eck). Studying a11 an;_mal :popu_latio:1. i n i.1J.-:o fi e ld is l ess cc~-
' 

fortable and circumscribed than vvorking on aY\j_;nal s in t >e l i b0ratc:..7 , i) :c-1gh 

both are very difficult. Cur pioneer e_t !~empts to measure :?O:f'.J.laticn chr.mgos 

involved very hard physical work ar.d lonrr journeys by car. In the wintc :..~ ~~o 

summer of 19 33-3l~ we drove up to the Scot tis 11 bordc::".' once e.. 1 ~1onth, 320 miles 

one day, did eight hovrs trace "cer..sus" t~-,c s c cc!ld d a.y , a:s.d g ot back l:o;;ie t:1e 

third day. Starting from knowing practica:1..ly noth:!_i;~, we h ad. by 1 )39 got 

qui tc a clear pie cure of the na ture of vole; c:yc~. cs, '',hi0h ca,:. be 1;-e~-:y 7iolc;·.:.t ::.:-;.~i 

fairly regular. 

In 1935 David Davis l eft us to un1.lcrtalc0 a_ stu/l:r of~ ~at ~:.JOl)U_ J.q.:~ion:; in 

Sierra Leone, and thereafter became Eco2.ogist acid C:1:~ e :,:' Roder.t C'f:l'icer :::..n t!:Je 

Union of South Africa's Dcp.?rtment of E·__;aJ.t~1 at JohF.n:.· ,;2::~_:rg ., 

(an Englishman, son of a Bristol surgeo:1, who tock h:' ~ ".::liologic 3.l trair:ing i r._ 

Toronto) ca.me in his p1ace , anri d ic1 not ::1.e s_-ve us un+;i l 4 9 61 , vvI::c n l:e -coc 1'~ c.. 

profcssomip in the University of British CoJ. 1 rrnoia. 

worked with him throughout much of this tine) ar d. s:i_n:::- e tt1.e vmr especia ll;y 

they made great progress in handling both the northern A.1•.r_; ric::tn Yv-ild li±'e 

enquiries and the vole population studies i:r:. Brita j.'1. . 

to apply ringing methods to wild mice and :rropcrly to el·'-lcid.:..te t 1'.:.1o; :_". v,_r·'1J e:.t.l 1
:.: 1 

structure. 
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Both before , during and af%er the War the Bureau owed a debt . to the former 

University Registrar, Mr. (novr Sir) Dougl as Veal e , that is immeasurable . With-

out his pathfinding through the insane jungles of Univer s ity and Government 

~dminis tration the Bureau could not have e ither started or survived. Among the 

very nurnerous recurrent crises aff ec t ing the Bureau' s survival was the question 

of my own job. During thes e years I lived from hand to mouth: the New York 

Zoological Society, a Levorhulme Research :B'el l owship, a Chris topher Welch grant. 

But in 1936 my per s onal position was assured by ge tting a Readership in Animal 

Ecology and a Senior Research Fellow~hip at Corpus Chris ti Col l ege. 

In 1936 Professor (now Sir Howard) Florey did us a very good turn, by 

putting me i n touch with Leslie . P.H. (better knovm as "George ") Leslie was 

a trained pathologi s t who had been studying the whooping cough bacillus in the 

Sir William Dunn School of Pathology . Florey suggested that he mi ght be interes­

t ed in the epidemiological as pe cts of our work. At first Leslie halped us by 

looking into the question of mouse typhoid bacteria , but soon he be.gan to ge t 

absorbed in the biomathematical properties of populations, and this was the s t art 

of the brilliant series of mathematical "models" which have done as much as any-

t hing el se to enhance the intellectual standards of the B.A.P . Through the 

years he has also acted as a statistical adviser on innumerable topics. He 

i s s till with us. His first triumph was to work out, in collaboration with 

our animal-breeder, Ranson, the intrinsic r a t e of natural increas e for the vole 

the first time this had been done for any wild animal except man. Lat er on he 

did the s ame for Orkney voles and brovvn rats. This function, knovvn as "little r" 

is one of the most important in population ecology. 

Florey also gave us magnificent help in arranging that Dr. A.Q. Wells could 

come to his department, where we had built a small isolation l aboratory for the 

purpose , and act as pathologist for our vole work. The Ilfudical Research 
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5 
19~ 6 , after over-exertion during deer-stalking in Scotland). After many blank 

months during which he examined voles s ent in alive from all over Britain, 

through an organisation creat ed by t he Chi t tys, in 1938 he s uddenly discover ed 

vole tuberculosis , which turned out to be a widespread organism in wild small 

rodents. Until that t i me the tubercle bacillus (Iviycobacterium) vvas implicitly 

believed t o be attached only t o man and domes ticat ed species. This was a new, 

f ourth, kind of tubercle bacillus, and a genuine wild one . It proved to be a 

mild s tra i n , with i mmunising properties not di s similar to the we ll-knovm weak 

human s train 11 B.C . G." ancl both of thes e have bee n t ested and used on a very 

l ar ge scal e for human beings , But at the s &~e time Chitty proved conclusively 

that the di sease was unrel at ed to the cycle of vole populations. From about 

this time our inter es t in the parasitic diseas es of wild animals diminished very 

much, as it became cl ear that they wer e not usually concerned with the regulation 

of number s . 

We undertook another cooper ative r esearch concerned with the effects of 

vol es on vege t ation. Hor e I want t o di gr ess ag@.in, to r emark that cooper a tion 

vvi th other depart ments 2..nd institutes does not depend on living t ogether in the 

same building like guillemots on a huge cliff. (Her e a s lide was shown, of an 

el even hundr ed foot hi gh guillemot breeding cliff in Hinlopen Strait, Spitsber gen). 

It may be just as difficult t o fly from one l edge to another, as t o visit anothB~ 

cliff ~ .Anyhow , we got help from a botanis t at Kew Herbari um , V.S . Su.'TIIJlerhayes, 

my partner in the 1921 Spitsbergen survey. For five years he measured the 

vole pres sures on veg0 t ation, by means of exclusion cages and controls s et up 

in fores t ri des on the hills of Wal e s and the Scottish Border. He proved t hat 

it is voles that, by concentrating on dominant gr as ses for food, keep down t he 

gr ass canopy sufficiently to enable certain fl ovvering plants and moss es to sur-

vive there at all. .An example of s uch a s pecies i s the beautiful bog asphodel. 

Thus the vole, beside s having a popula tion problem , is the dominant influence in 



a vrhole cornmuni ty. 

Just be f or e the V!ar we wer e j oined 1:-y H. :N . (better· krJ.oc;m 2s ~ ' i·!lickn) 

Southern, now my right h a nd man. He de c::_ded to s t 1 1r:y t~1c .:; c ology cl a l'alibi · ~ 

warr en. Here I want to t ell a s tor y alo:J.t gr ants. I approac hi:.; d five ag::-j.--

cultura l bodies ( priva te and national) and three fore s try bodief_, ( :;::riva t e and 

na tional) for gr ants. All r efused, saying the_t the e cology of the r abbit ·,;as 

only of zoologica l inte r est . After t he Vfe..r , Harry Thompson , one c::' Ol::r vra::--

time s taff who l a t er beca:-ne dir ector of an ~·:I . A . F. l,. rcs~Lcrch J.a bc:-:':,i;ory, (· cc:.-

sulted me about r esearch on r abbits. 

tica l thing would be to ge t unequivocal measLJ'es c:' i c:.bbit , ~c.'.:::--:ag;~ ··:c c rop.3, 

This was e v0ntually done a nd c ame to figures o:i:" aoout 3/~ • 1'.1hen t t.e Br ~- t:: .::;l: 

r abbi ts died of myxoma tosis, a figure o:? £15 ,000 VvM v-,;-c.r:-::e 1l out fo:!'.' .. :_ :c.e to<~al. 

s aving c aused b y cess a t i on cf r abbit clama::-:0 . It i s a cv.ri r;iJ.S coi ~1c-'..c1P-nce t h ,) [ 

a swn of this orde r was a t the s ame time i::nocked. :if'-!: c.Vie fa:..""' si.1bsL:.y L'.J -:.::1::; 

Minis t e r of Agriculture. 

history. 

r' think t h i s i s qui t c c,:i ir. s :> r cs ~ ::. ng bit of s o- ~:'.c l 

With the hel p of other pe oy,l e a t the B.A. F. ( and -:he slile sho-.;;r~; d 1·r aiicir~ 

Evans, our firs t gradu a t e s tudent, wh o re.~oins 'X-O fo:.~ a yeai~ as a Univers :~ty of 

Michigan professor this summer, and Deffi1is Chi·~+ .'/ , p"'clt t i P.g fe~--ice stekec:t ~ .. nc :i 

the ground) , the warren was s urrounded 1;, ith wire ~- 11 .-rl:. i.ch -tval"'.o co:ri:~~rolle;: 

e ntrances. Rabbi ts h ad huge numb ered ear- t 2gs by whict. th:;y c _::o....j_Q_ b e i ::-i:3ivj-

dua lly identifie d by Southern stttin6 up o. -l:;ree - ii::til!!: e ·~ane v'<:'._ th ~~ te l ::s sc-;:;e , 

This was perhaps t h e first visual marking of o. ·;vi:;_d m:;·11ri1al p c.fr.::L,,, +i.on, 9.n.o. 

c e rtainly the first serious population anal yds cf a rabb~t society ,, 

In 1939 University scientists w~re told tha t t hejr ;::er vices wou l d ·u3 

r eserved for special work in the event of Wffi' wi t ;-i C-e:::.- 0;:2.ny. 

belie ve tha t this work would ev e r be orgaI'-ized ( c.cs h1decd :i.t v.-o.s n ci-.), so ~-'1 

April I submitte d a plan to the Agricu1turo.l "R.esear-cb C :;1.~ nc ~~ :;. , f G:'.' ::r.e s k .. f:C 
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of the B.li.P. to turn over to applied r c:search u:r-on rodent control if war 

came about. '.L'his ~".~as approved in time (it took four months), and we actually 

started on the job a week after war broke out. (Here a slide was shown of a 

hor de of r ats att acking the f armer' s stores in a barn, a picture by Gustave 

Dore done for La Fontaines's Fables ). 

I am not going to say much about this wer work. It occupied about 15 

people for up to e i ght ye ars, more if we include the writing up and publishing 

of the r esults , which wer e eventually printed by the Clare ndon Press , with the 

a id of a priva te doru:.tion of £2,000. (This donor, on being told tha t some of 

the money had not b0en needed , and that we had also received some royal ties, 

gen0rously agr eed to l e t the surplus be used for foreign travel by our staff. 

Wi th it, useful visits have been made for r e search or conferences, to North 

}.m.crica, Czechos lova1::i a , Poland, Sweden, Ienmark a nd Uganda). 

I shall only select 2. ver y f ew exampl es to show what this work involved. 

vi'hen we started in 1939 the Government had only one man, in the M.A.F., e ngaged 

in organizing rode nt control, and he wa s on sick l eave . At the end of the war 
4 . 
·~iere was a well-trained organization covering both town and country, and a re-

seDrch unit a t the lii. A.F.F. (since split into two units), which took over our 

devGl oped functions for perncc.nent peace-time work. Parkinson's theorem had 

indeed opera ted among me n, but among r ats , mice and rabbits it acted in reverse. 

:Much of' our r esearch was done in r a ther odd habita t s , including rubbish dumps 

and even the Bodleian Library. Chitty's classica l discoveries about the shy-

ness of r ats towards new obje cts ,including bait, wer e made in a hen-house at 

Bristol and in ru:1 old tin trunk on the Port Meadow municipal dump. Some of 

the early observa tions on house -mice were made in the b ack stores of a grocer's 

shop in Marke t Street, and in food depots situated in ~11 kinds of buildings. 

Police once nearly arres ted 1iiddleton for spooning cyanide powder into r abbit 
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holes on a r ailway emb 2.rkrnent, under the impression tha t he was trying to blow 

up a bridge . 

Among these curious places that we used was a small, decrepit pig-farm 

near Port Meadow, called "Giles' ·", in which many important experiments were 

made on r a t behaviour. Thi s pl ace had no architectural dream qualities. 

Ther e was a mummifie d dead cat nailed over t he door, and the ancient car of 

the owner, which we had thought to be a s t atic pe.rt of the habitat, was one 

day driven out carrying with it bits of the experimental e quipment. .Among 

other things, rats were photographed by infra-red light, by Southern and others. 

Research was not confined to small s ampl e populations or experiments on · 

poisons: we took it forward to the operational r esee.rch stage ourselves , 

organizi ng r a t control by t he l at est means on 11000 acres of downland farms; 

in the whol e of t he Oxford mar ke t; in t he whole of the Port of London Health 

Authority' s t erritory ; and a long l Etrge str e tches of Oxford' s and London's 

sewers. 

Corn-ricks wer e not only a practical problem as r es ervoirs of r ats and 

mice , but enabled measured unit populations to be s tudi ed exactly. Outside 

this country, J.S. Perry and the l at e J.S. Watson made a special expedition to 

Pal estine and the Sudan to adapt our methods to r at control in these conditions. 

My r emarks about our post-War work will necessarily be very brief, and are 

not intended to give any ade quat e description of the 35 or s o separ a t e r esearch 

projects that have been done or are s till in progr ess . The Exhibition is in-

t ended to supplement what I can say. In 1947 , aft er another of our r ecurrent 

crises, the B.A. P . was separ at ed from the Department of Zoology in a new 

Department with the title of Zoological Fie l d Studies , which al s o included the 

Edward Grey Institute f or Fi eld Ornithology . We wer e given new t emporary 

quart ers in war-time hospital huts in the garden of St. Hugh's College in 

Banbury Road : it had no marble floors, no lifts (it was only one- s torey) , no 
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rosevvood desks, not even any gas , but it was spacious and very peaceful 

after the s lum conditions in which most of us had been living. And there 

was room for gr aduates . Denys Kempson c ame, to begin producing his cornu-

copi a of t echnical inventions. 

'1ie s hall never cease t o be gr ateful to our Professor, Sir Alis ter Hardy, 

for saving the s ituation t hen, and making conditions for peaceful and u.."'lin-

t errupt ed and fertile vvor k during t he followi ng fifte en years . He has given 

us the maximUi~ support wi th the.minimum of i nterf erence. Later we moved into 

the present building , whi ch i s as i deal as anything we are likely to get. It 

is vvorth mentioning , i n an age that thinks in t erms of hundred thousand pound 

edif i ces , t hat the conversion of t he old Botany Department for t he use of our 

t wo ins titutes only c ost t he University about £5,000 a t the time , and not much 

additionally s ince then. 

In drawi ng towards a conclusion I s hall only pick out four topics for 

special mention, s ince any othe r details can b e consulted in t~e Annual Reports 

of the Department. 'l1hese ar e Foreign Contacts , Fytham ifoods, t he Tawny Owl 

wor k , and the Us e of E:xtensive Surveys. 

Alre ady, through our North A.rnerican wild life enquirie s , we had for many 

years kept in c ontact with every s i gnificant piece of p opulation work over 

t her e , besides having actual annual r eports on some species over an area of 

t wo ;~ullion squar e miles or more . In the earl y t hirties, through the accident 

of a small t ext-book of mine bei ng transl at ed f or use in Russian universities, 

we developed a close c ontact with Russian ecologists and obtained most of the 

liter ature we v-iranted , some 200 papers being fully r endered into English by our 

special translator, D. J ackson. This contact has been maintained to some 

extent s ince the war , and one man , Kal abukhov, continued to write during the 

war convoys period , s o that we have exchanged ideas with him for about 30 years. 

In the United States my main early contacts were with Aldo Leopold, the 
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doyen of American "Wild life man2,gement and cor;serva ti r.::i:n; a."'!.d R.G-, Gree n. chc 

only man ever to do a complete population study of o. cr..owshue hare cycle. 

They e.r-:: both dead now. Since the war, Pro:.. ... es .s or l'or:r. Park, cf chc Urciv:;r.-· ·.;. t.y 

of Ch icago, has been the greatest frie nd a nd mentor of the Bureau. 

we owe the idea of expanding our gr aduate visitors, u:p t o t h e present ~,2,t =~ :::: 

of about six research staff and about s ix or seve!1 visitors. }fo a lso pr u :l.de c. 

us into starting some vacntion t eaching course s at vYytham, '.'vhich were ·v·c:c·? 

successful. From such foreign car.tacts the r e are a l ways ci'~.ain r ·c:0 o+::i er.:.:-;; .' 

p eople sending over their s tudents for traini:".lg, arr.1 so.rr:::: cf -~hese s t< :rc.en t ::; 

l ater coming back, perhaps as Professors (as wiJ.:;h Pe 7e:r. I,EJ..r:-~in ;. 10Y1 , frc1:·:~ 
E. 

Vancouver). One of his colleague s was Dr. lf. W. J<'ager, a brill::..ant bi. :i chE:".~_;_s -~ 

who decided to change over to a nimal ecology . 

·~ two years, and i s now an oceanography professor in the Scripps Ins +,-:.-7: 1.'." ' ~ j _r1 

California. One of his gr adua t es , Ray Ghelard.i, is with ·us n cvv" . 

Professor Pe.rk' s gr adu a t e r esearch students; Monte Lloyd, h as oeer. l1ere .;:' i7·.; 

years. Those two are jointly s·tudyir;.g t he popti.::s:.ion.s1i'."ing in ·t-ree L. "t~ · :.'.' 

an interesting v ariant from me asuring mari:-10 ko ~.p conm1.1!".i tie s t :r ·Lu1.de:'-WD.t c :::· 

diving, and the cannibalism of flour b eetles, r ·3Bp ect:'...·,r,3Jy. 

r''or cll sorts of periods, from a week to five ;;.0£>..:r·s . 

shovm 2Jl1ong the exhibits illustrate s the prese;,/:; loc .::-1.ti o:n cf' pe ople vrbo l-: L ~/ ,; 

Yvorked or trained here, and i t may be notice d. that they arc conc Eon·:~::· atco :' r.. 

Brit§.in, West Europe, North .America and Aus t r alia. 

In Europe our most va luable relationship is v.-it:! l)r, Ch:;:.,i s ~j a-1 C/v-e ~: · :--~'-' ' ' rd 

Nielsen, in Denmnrk . 

r eturne d as Director of the Mol s Laboratory in Jutland. This fa:Jcin.n.tint; 

na ture reserve offers a contras t in acid-soil conditions •.vi th thos e a t 1i.'fd11c~~-, 

which are a lka line , and ha s been visited by seve:;._~al o: ... u.s . 
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The Library in which we now are r epr esents one of the chief conse quences 

of our international contacts, and contains mos t of the publications we need 

f or population r esearch, other than those cognate t hings handled by the Edward 

Grey Institute and Hope Department of Entomology libraries. The three together 

provide a uni que ecological assemblage of ecological publications. 

Not much will be said about Wytham Woods, although it is the focus of our 

field work. Member s of tha B.A.P. have visited and used it since 1943, when 

it was first acquired by the University. Perhaps the Singing Way , with its 

great beeches and its views across country best symbolises the mixture of 

aes thetic and scientific pleasure that the ecoiogist gets up there . But it is 

not on.J.y the inside of the Woods , with its rich mixture of habitats, including 

so many formed of or from dead wood and dead l eaves , that concerns our field 

work . Ther e. i s now an extens ive series of limestone meadows and marshes and 

streams al so preserved for r esearch. 

~he whol e lot. 

The Ecological Survey is concerned with 

Nothing better illustrat es how the whole of the Woods may b e needed for 

an ecological study than Southern's long-continued measurements of the tawny 

owl populations and their preys (her e was shown a photo of a t awny owl bringing 

a large earthworm to its young in one of the huge owl nest boxes up a tree ) . 

His maps of territories cover the whole hill. 

One l ast example, to illustrat e a principle of our work. The usefulness 

of wide mapping of distribution, such as was done for the grey squirrel has by 

no means been outmoded. Ki tty Paviour-Smi th has been studying a beetle, abun-

dant in the dead s t ages of the birch-bracket fungus, which has spread from 

~he London area, pr obably from a specimen of fungus in Kew Herbarium, and now 

known to be an Australian invader (her e a map of the zones of spread was shown). 

So we can see that the inves tigation of single species populations, of 

preda-tora and prey, the structure and inters:pc:rsion of whole communities, and 
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of fore ign invaders into them, a r e 2.11 connecte d parts of the a nin1a l ecologist's 

field of study. 

It will b e observed t hn. t whereas b efore t he 1.-:rar our res e arch vvas chiefly 

concerne d y;i th mammal popula tions , nfte r wards it h a s spread to a much broader 

fie l d , making our work more tha t of a gene r a l e cological institute . 

Professor Goodrich onc e r emarke d to me , a t a r a the r b a d time: "You know, 

the r e ' s nothing so permanent as a t emporary arrangeme nt." I hope the reverse 

will never be the c a s e . After another thirty years, I may not be t a king 

much inter es t in things, a s I s hould, i f I lived, then b e 92~ But even then 
) 

I would like t o knov: tha t the B. A.P. was still g oing strong a s an institute, 

and the.t its r e s e erch h ad adva nced so far tha t I could hardly understand any-

thing that they were doing . 

• 
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