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Much of the c o n t r o v e r s y in ecology has s t e m m e d f rom the p r a c t i c e 
of genera l i s ing too far f rom inadequate field da ta . As O. W. R i c h a r d s 
has said (A. Rev. Ent . 6 : 147, 1961), " d i s a g r e e m e n t probably a r i s e s 
from the absence of sufficient evidence of the r igh t k ind" . It is w e l c o m e , 
t h e r e f o r e , to see two books (see p . 136), f rom the s a m e pub l i she r , which 
although r a t h e r different in outlook and purpose a r e conce rned bas i ca l ly 
with providing 'evidence of the r ight k ind ' . 

Cha r l e s El ton, the founder of 20th cen tury an ima l ecology, has for 
the l a s t 20 y e a r s been leading an ' ecologica l s u r v e y ' of Wytham Woods, 
Oxford U n i v e r s i t y ' s field s i te in B e r k s h i r e , England. This book is an 
a t t empt to communica te some of the r e s u l t s f rom this p ro jec t and to 
ana lyse the pa t t e rn that ex i s t s t h e r e . Consequent ly , the r e s u l t s a r e 
s t r i c t ly appl icable only to this a r e a , al though the methods and ma jo r 
genera l i za t ions should be useful in studying other a r e a s , at l e a s t those 
with s i m i l a r c l ima te and phys iography. The bas i s for the su rvey is the 
c lass i f ica t ion of hab i ta t s devised by Elton and R. S. Mil ler (J. Eco l . 42 : 
460-496, 1954), which is modified only sl ightly in this book. This c l a s ­
sif icat ion, depending on Habitat S y s t e m s , divided l a t e r a l l y into F o r m a t i o n 
Types and s t ra t i f ied into Ver t i ca l L a y e r s , with a s m a l l s e r i e s of Qual­
i f i e r s , will be well known to eco log i s t s . After five chap t e r s "which d e s ­
c r ibe the methods of ecological su rvey and the h i s t o r y and geography of 
Wytham Hil l , t h e r e a r e twelve chap t e r s each deal ing with the communi t i e s 
a s soc i a t ed with c e r t a i n subdivis ions of the habi ta t c lass i f ica t ion . The 
emphas i s i s on t e r r e s t r i a l c o m m u n i t i e s , a l though one chapte r dea l s with 
the sma l l water bodies of woodland, and is p redominan t ly conce rned with 
Wytham, although the re i s one chapter on the t e r r e s t r i a l m a r i t i m e zone. 



94 

A chap te r on d i s p e r s a l and invade r s and one on the whole pa t t e rn c o m ­
ple te the m a i n body of the book. 

The well known p y r a m i d of n u m b e r s i s now matched by an i nve r se 
p y r a m i d of h a b i t a t s . Herb ivorous an ima l s tend to show g r e a t e r s p e c i a l ­
iza t ion of feeding habi t s than do the c a r n i v o r e s or the s c a v e n g e r s , which 
have a g r e a t e r hab i ta t r a n g e . The r e s u l t i s the gradua l d issolving of the 
p r i m a r y communi ty pa t t e rn , and the r e a l i z a t i o n that eve ry communi ty 
uni t i s p a r t l y i n t e r locked with o t h e r s . This ' g i r d e r s y s t e m ' , i t i s sug­
ges ted , has a s tabi l iz ing influence on c o m m u n i t i e s , for even s imple c o m ­
mun i t i e s can exis t in a s table s t a t e . The d is t inc t ion is m a d e , however , 
between ins tab i l i ty and vu lnerab i l i ty . Rela t ive ly s imple communi t i e s 
m a y be s tab le but a t the s a m e t ime vu lnerab le to invas ions f rom other 
a r e a s . Complexi ty , then, a t t h e i n t r a - a n d i n t e r - c o m m u n i t y level , would 
s e e m to c a r r y with it some s tabi l iz ing p r o p e r t y . 

One migh t ask , what has been achieved that migh t be cons ide red a 
bas i c advance in ecological t h e o r y dur ing the 20 y e a r s of this ecological 
su rvey , or even in the 40 y e a r s s ince the publ icat ion of E l ton ' s f i r s t 
book on ecology? Unfortunately the answer s e e m s to suppor t those who 
cons ide r that th is approach to ecology h a s , for the p r e s e n t a t l eas t , 
r e a c h e d a p la teau of u se fu lne s s . A t r e m e n d o u s amount of informat ion 
has been co l lec ted and this is pe rhaps an advantage of the ecologica l s u r ­
vey approach , in that the col lec t ion of data is not b i a sed by p reconce ived 
ideas on what is or is not impor t an t . But the so r t ing and ana lys i s of this 
data m u s t p r e s e n t eno rmous p r o b l e m s , e spec ia l ly by the h a n d - s o r t i n g 
method used at the Bureau of An ima l Popula t ions and to someone with 
l e s s expe r i ence and ins ight than D r . El ton. In o r d e r even to conf i rm the 
sugges t ions that have b e e n m a d e , the ecological survey m a y well have to 
t u r n to the me thods of those who "have e m b a r k e d on va r ious quanti ta t ive 
i nves t i ga t i ons" , but who appea r not to be held in ve ry high e s t e e m by the 
author of th is book. 

Ecology a s a soc ia l ly useful sc ience - a s work for en tomologis t s , 
c o n s e r v a t i o n i s t s , wildlife m a n a g e m e n t , and f i she r i e s - will find l i t t le 
guidance f rom ecologica l su rvey . The me thods a r e quite at odds with 
the u rgency of p r a c t i c a l p r o b l e m s . Even the genera l i za t ions from the 
Wytham Survey a r e of l i t t le he lp . This book f inishes with one page on 
the r egu la t ion of n u m b e r s in populat ions and two and one half pages on 
conse rva t ion . The p lea , put f o r w a r d i n E l ton ' s p rev ious book, The Ecology 
otInvasions (1958), for p r e s e r v i n g in a s r i c h a form as poss ib le a l l the 
communi t i e s that may .be i n t e r s p e r s e d among c rop lands is r e p e a t e d in 
t he se l a s t two p a g e s . While the c h a r m of d ivers i f i ca t ion i s obvious, the 
solution of pes t p r o b l e m s (" invaders of unfami l ia r kinds ") does not n e c e s ­
s a r i l y follow, a s pointed out by M. J. Way (J. appl . Ecol . 3(suppl) : 29-32 , 
1966). 

On the o ther hand, this book i s a joy to r e a d - it is an impor t an t work 
of Engl i sh l i t e r a t u r e which is in format ive and i n sp i r a t i ona l . It i s ' s c i e n ­
tific n a t u r a l h i s t o r y ' , a n d a s such.should r e c o m m e n d i ts elf to b o t h l a y m e n 
i n t e r e s t e d in n a t u r a l h i s t o r y and to p ro fe s s iona l b io log i s t s , e spec ia l ly 
those who need r e m i n d i n g that an ima l s l ive outs ide! An impor t an t p a r t 
of the book i s the 88 beautiful b lack and white photographs which will be 
p a r t i c u l a r l y appeal ing to those acquain ted with the B r i t i s h coun t rys ide . 
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