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[Eighth in a series on "naturalist-in" books]

The term "desert island”, which sounds so romantically remote to our age, has a
double meaning. In the primary sense, the island is uninhabited, deserted,
devoid of humanity except by occasional accident, and by implication
economically valueless. And, because very arid places tend not to support
durable settlements, islands with a desert habitat are more likely to be
deserted. If you have spent much time in airplanes over the Caribbean, you
have certainly seen plenty of desert islands and must have wondered at least in
passing what it is like to wander in them.

This book is drawn from the author's experience yachting about the West
Indies and some mainland areas during six winters. The islands he visited were
out of the way, many of them virtually unknown, and some uninhabited or
almost so. A few of these islands could have served as the setting of Robinson
Crusoe or Cast Away, terribly magical places as long as one has a boat and can
leave at any time.

About two-thirds of the book is devoted to Swan Island (area about 2.7 km?)
and the associated Little Swan Island (about 0.9 km?), coral islands at 17°25N
83°56W, about 160 km off the coast of Honduras. The descriptions of the
vegetation and bird life of Swan Island form the book's main original
contribution. Others that receive notable attention are the Barbados-shaped
Blanquivilla Island (about 38 km?) at 12°52N 64°36W on the route between
Trinidad and Cuba, and the Hermanos Islands, seven uninhabited islets set apart
from anything else on the edge of the continental shelf not far from Blanquivilla.

Much attention is given to the nesting and feeding habits of birds, as well as
to vegetation and the fauna of coral reefs, with lesser treatment of such things
as hermit crabs, sea turtles and the impact of introduced rodents. | regret that
the book is also cluttered with adventitious chapters on fishing.

One indication of how far our knowledge has advanced in the last century is
Lowe's treatment of sea turtles. At that time, they were well known as game
animals -- very popular in soup, and many things were made from their shells --
but hardly at all as wildlife. He remarks that "it is surprising how very ignorant
we are still of the ways and habits of these well-known reptiles.” In those days
one saw the babies scramble down the beach to the sea, and one saw the
females come onto shore to lay their eggs, but in between they were all but lost
from view except for occasional observations from boats. We are still far from
intimate with these turtles during the bulk of their sea-going lives, but at least
we now know how long they can live, where they go, how deep they dive, and
what they eat.

Although it is not explicitly stated, the islands treated here seem to be
mostly oceanic, without a prior above-water connection with the continent.



This is certainly true to Swan and Little Swan Islands, which are separated from
the mainland by very deep waters. It is appropriate, then, that Lowe shows a
special interest in which plants and animals are present on various islands and
how they may have come to be there, as well as in the question of ecological
succession. As he notes, "Very often an island may be almost as interesting for
what it does not contain as for what it does.” For example, a search of Swan
Island showed 10 species of birds that appear to breed there, as well as many
migrants. Most notably, Swan Island has no hummingbirds, the only known
caribbean island that is more than just rock from which these birds are
ostensibly absent.

A notable feature of the book is Lowe's interpretation of his observations in
the light of the theory of evolution by natural selection. This is a given in today's
natural history, but in the early 20th century it was by no means self-evident
that this was the best view. Although virtually all naturalists of the time
accepted evolution as a fact of nature, natural selection -- the heart of the
Darwin-Wallace theory -- was in wide disrepute. It is important to bear this sort
of historical factor in mind when reading some of the older literature, as authors
sometimes make statements that seem quite preposterous from our present
view. Fortunately for the modern reader's ease, A Naturalist on Desert Islands is
free of such absurdities.
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