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In the mythology of olden times there were ways by which man could 
understand the language of other species of the animal world. Siegfried 
unwittingly tasted dragon's blood and thence understood the messages of 
the forest bird. Konrad Z. wrenz in his preface to "King Solomon 1 s Ring" 
tells of another method. "As Holy Scripture tells us, the wise King Solo
mon 1 spake also of .beasts and of fowl, and of creeping things, and of 
fishes. 1 A slight misreading of this text ••• has given rise to the chann
ing legend that the king was able to talk the ,language of animals ••• I 
am quite ready to believe that Solomon really could do so, even without 
help of the magic ring which is attributed to him by the legend in ques
tion, and I have very good reason for crediting it; I can do it myself, 
and without the aid of magic, black or otherwise." 

In this book wrenz tells us some of the ways in which he has been 
able to "talk" with birds and animals, even with fish. Translated from 
the German, the text was published in 1952 by Thomas Y. Crowell Co. M:>re 
recently, Apollo has produced the text in a paperback edition. 

Lorenz is undoubtedly the leading animal ethologist of all time. In 
his introduction to the book, Julian Huxley writes: "Konrad lorenz is one 
of the outstanding naturalists of our day. I heave heard him referred to 
as the modern Fabre, but with birds and fishes instead of insects and spi
ders as his. subject-matter. However, he is more than that, for he is not 
only, like Fabre, a provider of an enormous volume of new facts and pene
trating observations, with a style of distinction and charm, but in addi
tion has contributed in no small degree to the basic principles and the
ories of animal mind and behavior. For instance, it is to him more than 
arry other single man that we owe our knowledge of the existence of the 
strange biological phenomena of 'releaser' and 'imprinting' mechanismso 11 

He "has given himself over, body and soul, to his self-appointed task 
of really understanding animals, more thoroughly than any other biologist
naturalist that I can think ofo This has involved keeping his obJects of 
study in what amounts to the wild state, with full freedom of movement. 
His readers will discover all that this has meant in the way of hard work 
and inconvenience - sometimes amusing in retrospect, but usually a'Wkward 
enough or even serious at the time." 
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Banders will undoubtedly be most interested in the accounts of avian 
behavior, but will surely find the entire text most interesting. There is 
a chapter entitled "Poor Fish" containing data to dispel the original con
notation of that expression. It ends with a fantastic description of jewel 
fish faced with a serious predicament. "If ever I have seen a fish think, 
it was in that moment." After seconds of possible mental torment, the 
fish worked out a satisfactory solution. "Some students who had witnessed 
the whole scene, started as one man to applaud." 

Under the title "The Covenant" a chapter is devoted to dogs. It is a 
forerunner of a slim little paperback book called "Man Meets Dog." Dog 
owners will love this. Anyone interested in animal behavior will find it 
valuable. In one chapter of the book under consideration - "The Language 
of Animals" - the author claims, "My Alsatian ••• knew, by •telepathy', ex
actly which people got on my nerves and when. Nothing could prevent her 
from biting, gently but surely, all such people on their posteriors. It 
was particularly dangerous for authoritative old gentlemen to adopt toward 
me, in discussion, the well-known 'you are, of course, too young' attitude 
••• I could never understand how it was that this reaction functioned just 
as reliably when the dog was under the table and was therefore precluded 
from seeing the faces and gestures of the people around it." 

In a chapter called "Laughing at Animals" Lorenz claims that such 
humor lies more in the caricature of the human, than in the actual droll~ 
ness of the animalo Then he states: "The comparative ethologist's method 
in dealing with the most intelligent birds and mammals often necessitates 
a complete neglect of the dignity usually to be expected in a scientisto•• 
It is only my reputation for hamlessness, shared with the other village 
idiot, which has saved me from the mental home." He then recounts three 
incidents which ~educe the reader to hysterical laughter. At the same 
time a reader gains a valuable insight into the methods of an ethologist. 

'!'he outstanding chapter from an avian standpoint is "The Perennial 
Retainers." In its pages, which comprise one quarter of the book, are 
related details of the lives and loves of jackdawso "I knew the charac
teristic facial expression of every one of those birds by sight. I did 
not need to look at the coloured leg-rings." 

Here is recounted the Cinderella-like story of the low-ranking lady 
jackdaw that Robert Ardrey mentioned in "African Genesis". You must read 
for yourself the tale of her rise to the top. Once there she "knew with
in 48 hours exactly what she could allow herself, and I am sorry to say 
that she made the fullest use of it. She lacked entirely that noble or 
even blase tolerance which jackdaws of high rank should exhibit toward 
their inferiors. She used every opportunity to snub former superiors, 
and she did not stop at gestures of self-importance as high-rankers of 
long standing nearly always do. 

'~ou think I humanize the animal? Perhaps you do not know that what 
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we are wont to call 'human weakness' is, in reality, nearl.y always a pre
human factor and one which we have in common with the higher animals? Be
lieve me, I am not mistakenly assigning human properties to animals: on 

__ the contrary, I am showing you what an enormous animal inheritance remains 
in man, to this day. 

"And if I have just spoken of a male jackdaw falling in love with a 
female jackdaw, this does not invest the animal with human properties, 
but, on the contrary, shows up the still remaining animal instincts in man. 
And if you argue the point with me, and deny that the power of love is an 
age-old instinctive force, then I can only surmise that you yourself are 
incapable of falling a prey to that passion." 

Before you have a chance to digest these sentiments, the author goes 
on to claim that "jackdaws, like wild geese, become betrothed in the spring 
folloWing their birth, but neither species becomes-sexually mature until 
twelve months later, thus the normal period of betrothal is exactly a year 
••• In those species which marry for only one brood, as for example most 
small songbirds, herons and many others, the engagement is necessarily of 
shorter duration. But nearly all those that marry for life become 'en
gaged' long before they 'wed'." 

All of the betrothals and marriages that Lorenz was able to follow 
were successful except one. There was one lady jackdaw who broke up ano
ther marriage and went off with the maleo So human females didn't invent 
the vampire role! 

Jackdaws are social birds, and lorenz' home nock engaged in an oc
casional routine that had him puzzledo "It took me quite a time to find 
out: it represents neither more nor less than communal action against a 
social delinquent!" There follows a fascinating account of a situation 
wherein the entire jackdaw nock rushed to discipline an erring membero 

The final chapter is called ''Morals and Weapons", and is a fore
runner of "On Aggression", by Lorenz, which is next on our list for re
view. There are species, birds as well as animals, which will fight each 
other mercilessly, and there are other species which observe a chivalry 
comparable to that of medieval knights. Among gallinaceous birds the 
turkey is claimed to be the onl.Y species that shows mercy. "If a turkey 
cock has had more than his share o:f the wild and grotesque wrestling-match 
in which these birds indulge, he lays himself with outstretched neck upon 
the ground. Whereupon, the victor behaves exactly as a wolf or dog in the 
same situation, that is to say, he evidently wants to peck and kick at the 
prostrated enemy, but simply cannot." This is an amazing trait about 
which you will want to learn more. 

At this point it should be mentioned that the wide margins of the 
book's pages contain delightful black and white sketches of creatures to 
illustrate the text. In this case there is a drawing of a prostrate 
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turkey 1 with the victor standing above, but inhibited .fn>m inflicting 
further damage. 

This is the springboard. .from which lorenz takes off from weapons 
into morals. He quotes scripture with a new and startling interpretation 
and continues, 11When, in the course of its evolution, a species of ani
mals develops a weapon which may destroy a .fellow-member at one blow, 
then, in order to survive, it must develop, along with the weapon, a so
cial inhibition to prevent a usage which could endanger the existence of 
the species." 

The entire text has been sprinkled, at intervals, with passages from, 
of all sources, British poetry. At this point are mentioned these lines 
of Wordsworth's: 

"If such be Nature's holy plan, 
Have I not reason to lament 
What man has made of rnan? 11 

The concluding paragraphs, whose contents you should be able to ima
gine, constitute the theme which is developed in lorenz' recent book, "On 
Aggression". Its sobering conclusions are based on further details of a
nimal behavior. 

In concluding this brief survey of "King Solomon's Ring" it is per
tinent to mention the following bits from the publisher's blurb. The 
book "is at once channing, unpredictable, and filled with the humility 
that God sends great naturalists ••• In writing this book Dr. lorenz remarks, 
'I hope to convey to rrry kindly reader at least a slight inkling of the 
infinite beauty of our fellow creatures and their life'. (He) has more 
than fulfilled this modest wish for he has translated animal tenns into 
everyday language and brought vividly alive the fascination inherent in 
the animal kingdom. 11 

THE RING 

As most EBBA News readers know, The ~ is an international ornith
ological bulletin published by Dr. w. Rydzewski in Poland. Its u.s. co
editor for EBBA territory is Mr. Frederick s. Schaeffer, and material for 
The Ring should be sent to him at 139-48 85th Drive, Jamaica, N.Y. 114)5. 


