


















































































NOTES OF A MISSOURI NATURALIST 
Peter Goldman 

Biology Department 
Northeast Missouri State University 

Kirksville, Missouri 63501 

I have a winter hat that has brought me considerable 
ridicule in the community I frequent. When I pull down 
the ear flaps, some people think I look quite a bit like 
Elmer Fudd. Hearing ''that wascle wabbit'' has lost most 
of its humor by now, at least for me. One day last week 
a fashionably dressed coed looked at me, and burst out 
laughing. Most people suppress their mirth better than 
she did, but I still detect quite a few smiles and snickers. 
Nonetheless, the hat is mine, and the flaps keep my 
ears very warm. 

I have an idea that has brought me some ridicule 
in the scientific community, a community I frequent only 
oG.:casionally. Nonetheless, the idea is mine, and it kept 
my head warm during its generation. So I figure I might 
as well get some mileage from it. 

Some time ago, while hiking in an old pair of running 
shoes, I stepped on a honey locust thorn. The thorn 
punctured not only the sole of the shoe at one of its 
thicker points, but also the sole of my foot to a depth 
of about 1/2 inch. As you all know, honey locusts grow 
the nastiest thorn in the Midwest; some reach a foot 
in length; and they are all fibrous and tough. Crabapples 
and osage oranges do not even belong in the same league. 
Trunks of large locusts bristle with a seemingly impenetrable 
array of thorns, as do larger branches. 

Several years ago I sighted up the trunk of a large 
honey locust, and noticed that this tree only grew thorns 
on about its lower 3 or 4 meters. The same existed in 
neighboring tall trees, while trees shorter than about 4 
meters had some thorns all the way to their top. 

When I noticed this, I asked myself, "Why do honey 
locusts grow thorns, and why only at the bottoms of 
big individuals?" 999,999 of 1,000,000 people would answer 
the first question by saying that thorns have a defensive 
function, and I experience discomfort if separated from 
the crowd. So I thought that probably thorns on honey 
locusts defend the tree against some animal intent on eating 
the tree or some part of it. 

A study of three-spined sticklebacks helped draw me 
to this hypothesis about thorns. Three-spined sticklebacks 
are fish that possess three spines arrayed along their 
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top surface; they also have a spine near each gill cover. 
When a three-spined stickleback detects a predatory fish, 
it erects its spines. In nature predators usually avoid 
these bristling little fish. A superb naturalist and student 
of animal behavior named Niko Tinbergen combined stickle-
backs and a pike in an aquarium, where, once the pike 
got hungry enough, it would attack sticklebacks. The 
pike often mouthed the stickleback very gingerly (I suppose 
trying to orient the fish in some manner that would not 
hurt), but usually the pike eventually spit out the stickleback 
unharmed. When Tin bergen snipped the spines off stickle-
backs, pike gobbled sticklebacks down without ado. 

If stickleback spines work this way, why not honey 
locust thorns? A former student at my university set out 
to evaluate this idea experimentally. He found two large 
honey locust limbs that resembled each other fairly closely. 
He trimmed off all the thorns from one branch, while 
he left these intact and in place on the other limb. Then 
he hauled the limbs to my dentist's backyard, because 
my dentist raised goats. He mounted the limbs in the 
goat yard so that the limbs maintained their natural orienta-
tion, and tied fresh spinach leaves to the limbs in an 
arrangement resembling that of honey locust leaves. Since 
this experiment occurred in winter, and since the goats 
only had access to dray hay, he figured anything green 
would really catch their eye. 

We learned that goats are more skilled at avoiding 
thorns than pike are at avoiding spines. The goats greedily 
stripped the spinach from both the shaved and unshaved 
limbs, but they ate leaves from the unshaved limb first. 
They only turned their attention to the "defended 11 leaves 
after depleting the "undefended 11 leaves. Eventually they 
consumed all the leaves in all situations. 

It is hard for me to know what to make of these 
results. Elements within them seem to both support and 
refute the ''thorns as defensive structures" hypothesis. 
Admittedly, thorns did not keep the goats from eating 
the spinach, but thorns did seem to slow the consumption 
down. I can imagine that in nature thorns might induce 
a herbivore to move on to another plant from which it 
can extract food at a higher rate. 

But what herbivores? I have never seen any animal 
larger than your average beetle eat honey locust leaves 
or branches. In an extremely overgrazed pasture I have 
seen trees with terminal parts of some branches nibbled 
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off to heights that the poor cattle could reach, but the 
browsing was slight despite the shortage of plants suitable 
for grazing. I think I may have never witnessed the 
herbivore in action, because the herbivore against which 
the tree defends itself has departed the scene. 

Relatively recently by geologic standards, our region 
supported a substantial number of large, herbivorous mammals 
like ground sloths and wooly mammoths. I believe that 
these creatures were the threats against which honey locusts 
still grow thorns to protect themselves. This explains why 
the trees arm themselves to heights far greater than achiev-
able by any extant mammalian herbivore. In my mind, 
the honey locust lives in an out-of-balance world, and 
honey locusts have not had sufficient time or, perhaps, 
do not have the ability to evolve to a more suitable state 
for its present circumstances. These trees may be stuck 
with a feature that no longer makes sense for them to 
have. 

To sum up, perhaps both this idea and my hat may 
be ridiculous, but both have helped keep my head warm. 
For what more can a person ask? 

Gentleman Caller 

He asks the question lightly -- shy --
polite and gentle: "Tweeeet?" 
I never see him, but I know 
he's there. The sound is sweet. 

Unobtrusive, careful not 
to interfere, discreet 
and quiet, ne~er loud or harsh 
a gentleman, complete 
with charming manner; soft his voice, 
and no one can compete. 

I look each time I hear him call, 
and give my answer, neat. 
So shy is he, I never see him --
only hear his "Tweeeet?" 

Sylvia Spotts 
Route 12 
Columbia, MO 65203 
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FROM YOUR EDITOR 

It was a rough spring once again and I've missed 
the two best spring meetings ever I it seems I in my desire 
to keep my job and put food on the family table. But 
it was fun to read about everything. The birding at 
Schell-Osage must have been fabulous. 

The spring meetings have been truly outstanding these 
past five years I've been editor and next spring we'll 
go into the St. Louis area where many of you can pick 
up European Tree Sparrows and no telling what gulls 
Bill Rudden will have for us--or what warblers Randy 
Korotev will have treed for the group. 

I appreciate everything you did to help get this publica-
tion in the mail. We're almost on time. 

We should have solved the problem of the late Christmas 
Bird Count information by returning to our former method 
of gathering the data, thus being abreast of what· is 
missing. 

We also changed typeface and this issue should make 
reading much easier for those who can appreciate the 
larger type. We'll be working before next issue to change 
things even more for your benefit. 

Now--all we need are three things: 

1. Someone with a computer to aid Becky Matthews 
in tabulating the CBCs next January. 

2. Articles of ornithological importance for The Blue-
bird. 

3. Pictures. 
Let me hear from you ... 

. . . Bill Clark 
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