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Prey Selection: Oddity or 
Conspicuousness ? 
PIELOWSKI has shown that goshawks (Accipiter gentilis) 
select as prey pigeons (Columba livia) which differ in colour 
from most pigeons which are present in Polish forests1 •2 • 

Salt" has shown how these and other experimental results 
fit rather well into the generalization that predators 
preferentially capture prey animals which are odd or 
which differ in some way from most prey. As Pielo.;_,ski 
noted, however, it is probably easier for a goshawk to 
fix it~ a:ttenti~n on the odd-appearing member of a flock, 
and It IS pos~tbl_e _that the goshawks were merely taking 
conspwuous mdtvtduals out of the flock. Selection for 
c~:mspicuous prey has been amply verified by experimenta
twn4~8. I have attempted to determine the parts played 
by oddity and conspicuousness in prey selection. 

A tamed hawk (]l'alco sparverius) preyed on laboratory 
mice which were either white or which had been dyed 
grey. In each experiment, nine mice of one colour and 
one of the other were presented on a table which was 
coloured to match one or the other colours of mice. Each 
of the two colour combinations of mice was replicated 
fi~t:y times on each of the two colours of background, 
gtvmg a total of two hundred experiments. 

Experimental series A and B, in which the background 
was grey, clearly show that the hawk selected conspicuous, 
but not odd, prey (Table 1). In view of these results, I 
suggest a reconsideration of the generalization that odd 
prey is preferentially selected by predators. In series 
c. and D, _where grey mice were conspicuous, prey selection 
dtd not d1ffer from random. I suggest that this is a result 
of a conflict in preference for (a) white and (b) conspicuous
ness. The hawk took a significantly longer time (t test, 
95 per cent level) to select a mouse in series C and D than 
it did in series A and B (Table 1), which can be considered 
as evidence for co_nflic~. I cannot explain this unexpected 
preference for white mwc other than by suggesting that tho 
hawk may have become accustomed to preying on white 

Table 1. PREY SELJilCTIO!I' EXPERIM!illi'TS 

1\fice presented Mean 
No. of in each Back- Mice reaction Stan-

Series expert· experiment ground captur.d time dard 
menta Grey White Grey White p• (sec) error 

A 50 9 1 Grey 37 13 0·0002 261 44·2 g gg ~ ~ Grey 0 50 0·03 230 44-1 

D 50 1 9 ~~~~ 4~ 4~ &:~g m 1~:~ 
*Probability of this result occurring if prey selection were random (chi· 

square test). 
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mice in series A and B. The hawk may thus have fonned 
a "specific searching image"• in series A and Band main
tained it throughout series C and D. Further experiments 
are in progress. 
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Pigmentation in the Radial Nerve 
of Diadema antillarum 
RECENT examination by phase-contrast microscopy of 
teased, fresh or macerated radial nerve, or of frozen 
sections in Diadema antillarum, has shown the presence 
of reddish cells that are neither amoebocytes nor chromato· 
phores, but which resemble neurones in their general 
form (Figs. I and 2). 

The presence of a reddish pigment in the radial nerves 
of this echinoid is of special interest because in experi
mental conditions the nerve can serve as a photoreceptor 
in the characteristic shadow response1~•. Photosensitivity is 
maximal between 455 and 460 mfL (ref. 3), and the pigment, 
when extracted in acidified diethyl ether, absorbs maxi
mally in the visible range at 465 mfL. Absorption of both 
visible and ultraviolet radiation corresponds closely wit-h 
that of the reddish pigment which can be extracted from 
the skin4 and which is now known to be echinochrome A. 
The near coincidence of these maxima coupled with the 
presence of the pigment in the photosensitive skin as well 
as in the radial nerve has caused speculation that the 
pigment may be involved in photoreception6•6 • Our 
recent discovery in the radial nerve of similarly pigmented 
cells which resemble neurones therefore reinforces the 
idea. 

Caution has already been urged, however 7• Most of the 
red pigment in the radial nerve is in the ubiquitous 
amoebocytes or in their disorganized remains, and the 
pigmented presumptive neurones are rare. On the other 
hand, photoreceptors for the shadow response seem to be 
widespread in the nerve and it is unlikely that amoebocytes 
are directly involved. Again, previous determinations 
of spectral absorption have relied entirely on extracted 

Fig.1 Fig. 2 

Figs. 1 and 2. Two of the pigmented structures whtch have been Inter
preted as neurones in the living radial nerve of DiaderTUJ which were 
oxamlncd by mlcrospeetrop~otometer. Scales: l!'ig. '1, 6·3 ml'; 

F1g. 2, 4·6 ml'. 
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