
how these transformations relate to animal extinc-
tions and explosions. 

Shugart introduces each concept with an animal
story that sets the stage for an intelligent and enter-
taining journey through a mélange of natural and
human history. Did you know that the word “pen-
guin” comes from two Welsh words? Pen is the Welsh
word for head and gwyn is Welsh for white. Penguins
do not have white heads, but were actually named for
the great, guano-whitened headlands on an island
near Newfoundland (Funk Island). The birds of inter-
est, however, were not penguins as we know them
from the Antarctic region, but actually auks, of which
the now extinct Great Auk was the one most familiar
to the sailors of the day. The Great Auks were named
penguins long before European mariners misnamed
the similar looking but unrelated penguins of the south-
ern and Antarctic waters. Being from Newfoundland,
I found this little tidbit delightful. This is typical of
the manner in which Shugart expertly weaves natural
and human history into an attractive and colourful
mosaic. 

The packrat and its middens introduce the reader
to the world of paleoecology, of the archival nature
of tree rings, ice cores, and pollen deposits that reveals
a dynamic and ever-changing earth. The African grass-
land Red-billed Quelqua, apparently the most com-
mon bird on earth, initiates the reader to a marvelous
treatment of bird migration that is sobered by an ac-
count of the extinction of the once numerous Passenger
Pigeon. Shugart’s account of the Wolf (Canus lupus)
introduces us to the domesticated wolf or dog (Canus
domesticus) and the history of animal domestication
by our ancestors. To see how humans have radically

altered natural landscapes without metal or modern
devices, one has only to turn to the domesticated graz-
ers. 

If you are looking for support of notions such as
“the balance of nature” or “unspoiled, pristine wilder-
ness” you will be disappointed. Shugart explicitly
eschews such notions. His objective is to “provide an
alternative view, to give insights into the dynamically
changing nature of ecosystems and the implications
of this dynamism for our stewardship of the planet”
(page 2). According to Shugart, the only constant in
nature is change. For him, planetary management or
stewardship is the human vocation; a vocation that is
defined, not by hubris, but rather by an acknowledge-
ment of the long and continuing history of human
alteration of planetary ecosystems, and the need for
intentional and responsible human action. It is within
this paradigm that we must understand the myriad of
conservation and ethical challenges that face us. 

This work will pique the interest of all naturalists.
Shugart’s writing is far from being pedantic or stogy.
He writes with passion, charm and clarity about a sub-
ject that has no doubt become a vocation. A wealth of
original ecological research is synthesized in a delight-
fully accessible manner that relates to our proverbial
interest in the wax and wane of animal species. Why
are some species abundant and others rare? Why does
one species response positively to human influence,
while other species meet extirpation or extinction?
The detailed and helpful notes serve well the interest-
ed reader who wishes to pursue further research. 

JOHN MCCARTHY

Holy Rosary Parish, 175 Emma Street, Guelph, Ontario
N1E 1V6 Canada
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