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Varieties of Agricultural Crops 

There is no simpler method of improving output than 
by sowing a good variety of seed instead of an 
inferior one. It is the first step in raising the standard 
of farming in new or undeveloped areas, and has 
given striking results when soil improvement by 
fertilisers would have been impracticable. More
over, a new variety may enable the limitations 
imposed by climate to be overcome. A rapidly 
maturing strain of wheat extends the wheat area 
by making the most of a short growing period, a 
drought-resisting variety brings in areas of low 
rainfall. Choice of seed is usually the most practicable 
method of mitigating the effects of plant disease 
caused by fungus or insect pests; this is particularly 
the case with crops of low value per acre which 
will not bear the cost of spraying. Immunity of 
particular varieties to disease is very rare, but when 
it occurs, as for example to the wart disease of 
potatoes, it is exploited to the full. More usually 
it is a case of a more or less marked degree of resist
ance, and then the aim of cross-breeding is to unite 
the disease resistance of one strain with the valuable 
agricultural qualities of another. The problem is 
never a simple one, for very many attributes are 
involved. It is further complicated by the fact that 
resistance to one disease may be associated with 
susceptibility to another. 

Much is being done in Great Britain to improve 
existing varieties and introduce new ones. With 
crops already highly developed, spectacular improve
ments are unusual; the gain in yield or quality is 
generally small and special field technique is required 
in order to establish the extent of the improvement, 
and the agricultural areas in which the new strain 
may be substituted for the older kinds. Stiff-strawed 
varieties of cereals, high quality wheat and barley, 
beetroots rich in sugar, mangolds of high dry matter 
content, have all been developed in this way. A 
special case of raising varieties to suit a particular 
environment may now be in sight. There is no 
shortage of potential soil fertility in the form of 
cheap synthetic nitrogen compounds. An out
come of this might be the development of varieties 
specially suited to unusually rich soil conditions and 
able to effect an economical conversion of mineral 
fertilisers into farm produce. 

Potatoes in the Fens 

Potato planting is now in progress in the great 
black plain south of the Wash, probably the most 
sharply defined agricultural area in England. Even 
the town dweller; as the train carries him through 
Ely, March, or Peterborough, can scarcely fail to 
realise that here is something quite distinct from the 
'country' as is usually understood. At this season, 
we see on all sides the black soil laid up in ridges, 
the bright red farm-carts serving gangs of women 
with seed potatoes for planting, and the horse
drawn ridgers covering -in three rows of sets at 
once. Those who regard farm work as a leisurely 
and ill-organised occupation, should spend a few 
hours on a fenland farm in mid.April. The work 
proceeds with astonishing smoothness and rapidity 
and a very high standard of workmanship is 
attained. 

The black land is capable of growing good crops 

of potatoes on its own resources, but is considerably 
helped by superphosphate. Indeed, the fenland 
farmer must be the most systematic user of super
phosphate in Great Britain, for many of them 
recognise no other manure. 

Having got his potatoes in, the farmer's chief 
anxiety is the extent to which his crop will be reduced 
by 'blight' which, although controlled by spraying, 
may seriously damage the crop in certain seasons, 
and the price of potatoes in the following winter. 
These two considerations are not unrelated, however, 
for a reduced crop generally means higher prices, 
although not necessarily sufficient to compensate for 
the lower yield. 

In spite of considerable fluctuations in returns, 
the potato crop has no serious rival in this district. 
Sugar beet affords a useful alternative, and is widely 
grown, and carrots, celery, and mustard occupy 
some potato land. Cereals are extensively grown 
to balance the acreage, and the straw, which is 
particularly luxuriant in this fertile district, finds 
a special use in covering potato clamps during the 
winter. 

Sperm Whales in the North Atlantic 

Sperm whales are now relatively scarce animals, 
and the experience of the modern whaling stationR 
which worked from the northern and western islands 
of Scotland, was that few sperms were captured in 
these waters and that they were invariably solitary 
bulls, truants from the schools. But in the great 
days of whaling, there were recognised about a dozen 
'whaling grounds' for sperms in the North Atlantic, 
visited by the whalers during fairly definite seasons. 
Sperm whaling was not a seasonal trade, as was the 
fishing of the right whale from British sea-ports, 
for the sperm whalers were fitted out for a voyage of 
from two to four years duration and caught whaleR 
wherever they could be got. Therefore the appearance 
of whalers year after year at a fairly regular succession 
of places suggests definite movements or migrations 
on the part of the whales. When Charles H. Townsend 
plotted on a world.map the positions and dates of 
captured sperm whales recorded in the hundreds of 
log-books fortunately preserved in New Bedford 
Public Library, U.S.A., he found that April marked 
the opening of sperm-whaling in the North Atlantic. 
With few exceptions, the records above lat. 25° N. 
point to the presence there of sperm whales from 
April to September; in the Sargasso Sea they 
occurred in the summer of the northern hemisphere; 
between lat. 25° N. and the equator they were taken 
mainly during the October - to March seasoh; and 
along the coast of South America and towards the 
Cape of Good Hope the catches were largely made 
during the same season-summer in the southern 
hemisphere. 

Young Barnacles Change their Coats 

In the seas of western Scotland, the latter half of 
March is marked by the appearance in the plankton 
of myriads of the nauplius larvre of barnacles 
(Balanus)- about a month later than the corre
sponding event in southern England. For a time the 
larvre may be so numerous as to forni the predominant 
constituent of the plankton, suggesting that the 
countless barnacles which whiten shore rocks spawn 
profusely and almost simultaneously, to the imme
diate benefit of the many shore animals which ffled 
upon such organisms. In April, a,nd particularly in 



© 1933 Nature Publishing Group

APRIL 22, 1933 NATURE 595 
---- --------------- -----

the latter half of the month, the nauplii moult for 
the last time and assume the new cyprid form, which 
soon attaches itself by head and antenme and glues 
itself by secretion from the cement gland to rocks, 
stones, shells, piles of piers or whatever object may 
be on the spot. Then in this, which Darwin called 
the "pupa stage", some of the juvenile structures 
are lost and the free-swimming larva is transformed 
into the immobile adult. This is why fishermen haul 
their boats from the sea during the month of May 
and scour and scrub their hulls, for the newly settled 
brood of barnacles is still easily removable, whereas 
in a week or two more they would form a firm 
encrustation. In the days of sailing ships the attach· 
ment and growth of vast numbers of barnacles, 
sessile and stalked, during a long voyage, materially 
obstructed the way of the ship. 

Societies and Academies 

LONDON 

Geological Society, March 8. D. A. BRYN DAVIES: 
The Ordovician rocks of the Trefriw district, North 
Wales. The area described extends from Trefriw and 
Dolgarrog in the Conway valley south-westwards to 
Capel Curig. The Glanrafon beds are correlated with 
the beds immediately underlying the Snowdon 
volcanic suite in Snowdonia, and with the beds of the 
same name underlying the volcanic suite at Dolwyd
delano The Crafnant volcanic series is considered to 
represent an incomplete development of the Snow. 
donian suite, the bedded pyroclastic and probably 
also the upper rhyolitic series being absent. In the 
neighbourhood of Dolgarrog, the Crafnant series is 
faulted against a thick development of pumice. tuff 
and spilitic agglomerate overlain by rhyolite· tuff and 
rhyolite. These are regarded as contemporaneous 
with the Crafnant series, but representing, in part at 
least, the products of a different centre of activity. 
The fauna of the Llanrhychwyn Slates, comparing 
closely with that of the Lower Cadnant Shales of 
Conway, places the underlying volcanic series in the 
Llandeilian, and indicates its correlation with the 
upper part of the Conway Volcanic series. V. WILSON: 
The Corallian rocks of Yorkshire. (1) The Howardian 
Hills. Three divisions of the Corallian are recognised 
and their stratigraphical relations are dealt with in 
detaiL The important role played by the spicular 
remains of the lithistid sponge Rhaxella perforata 
Hinde in the building up of the Lower Calcareous 
Grit is recognised for the first time. Calcareous, and 
many varieties of spicules are described, 
and their distribution is discussed. Though perfect 
lithological continuity exists between the Lower 
Calcareous Grit and the overlying Osmington Oolite 
series, the absence of any representatives of the 
Hambleton Oolite series and the Middle Calcareous 
Grit containing fossils characteristic of these two 
divisions is considered to indicate the existence of a 
non·sequence in this area. In the later stages of the 
Osmington Oolite period reefs became established, 
and numerous facies deposits accumulated from the 
erosion of the reefs. As the Lower Calcareous Grit 
passes gradually into the Oxford Clay below, so the 
Upper Calcareous Grit gradually gives place to the 
overlying Kimeridge Clay in the North Grimston 
district, there being no unconformity such as was 
formerly supposed. 

PARIS 

Academy of Sciences, March 6 (C.R., 196, 653-732). 
The President announced the death of Magnus de 
Sparre, Correspondant for the Section of Mechanics. 
E. MATHIAS: Contribution to the study of fulmin· 
ating matter. The phases of its explosion by cooling. 
RENE LAGRANGE: Poncelet's theorem and a class 
of cyclids. GLAGOLEFF: Effective and general 
construction of the Cremona transformation in the 
plane and in space. JACQUES WINTER: An applica· 
tion of Schrodinger's theory of perturbations to a 
problem where the degenerescence persists up to the 
nth approximation (Mathieu'S equation). HENRI 
CARTAN: Groups of pseudo·conformal transforma· 
tions. N. ARONSZAJN: The) decompositions of uniform 
functions. MLLE. ESTRADERE: The oxidation of 
some hydrocarbons. A study of the oxidation of 
hexane, cyclohexane and cyclohexene under con· 
ditions favourable to the production of explosions. 
M. KEFELI: The suppression of rolling and 
pitching. J. DELSARTE: Spherical evolution. PIERRE 
VERNOTTI : The best method of assuring -a thermal 
isolation. TH. V. IONEscu and MME. IRENE 
MIHUL : The absorption of energy in ionised 
gases. L. DUN OYER and P. P AOUNOFF: A state 
of working of photoelectric cells containing gas. 
G. RIBAUD: The measurement of the total factor 
of transmission of the coloured filters used in 
heterocl;lrome photometry. A. HAuToT: The 
structure of the K line of boron. This line has been 
described as having a width of 3 A. (Soderman) or 
5 A. (Prins). With a spectrograph of high dispersion 
it has been found to be double, the two lines being 
1·25 A. apart. PIERRE BRIcouT: A magnetic 
apparatus for the determination of thicknesses. The 
continuous and automatic measurement of the thick· 
ness of thin sheets or the diameter of fine wires is 
a problem of interest both in the laboratory and the 
works. The method described is applicable if the 
magnetic permeability of the specimen is practically 
equal to that of air: variations of 0·1 micron can 
be detected. K. BORATYNSKI and A. NOWAKOWSKI: 
The modifications of phosphoric anhydride. The 
crystalline modification has a specific gravity of 
2 ·284 at 20° C., 2 ·207 being that of the amorphous 
modification. AUGUSTIN BouTARIC and JEAN 
RATELADE: Rhythmic precipitation in stretched 
gels. A. PORTEVIN and P. BASTIEN: Contribution 
to the study of the physical and mechanical pro· 
perties of the magnesium·aluminium-copper alloys, 
rich in magnesium. R. CAZAUD: The influence of 
the degree of cold hardening produced by wire draw· 
ing on the limit of fatigue of mild steel. GEORGES 
FOURNIER and MARCEL GUILLOT: The relation 
between the absorption of the by organic 
compounds and the molecular structure of the latter : 
halogen derivatives. PAUL BAUD: The soda factory 
of Nicolas Leblanc. A. TRAVERS and Lu: The 
separation of phosphoric, arsenic and vanadic acids 
from aluminium. The vanadium is removed by 
heating to 400° C. in a current of gaseous hydrochloric 
acid. FELIX TROMBE: The preparation of metallic 
neodymium free from iron and silicon. The metal is 
prepared by electrolysis of the chloride; after removal 
of oxychloride by prolonged heating in dry hydro
chloric acid. The metal is heated in a high vaeuum 
at 1200° C. to remove potassium: it contains about 
0·02 per cent of iron, less than 0 -05 per cent of 
silicon and only spectrographic traces of calcium. 
R. TRUCHET: The of the true acetylenic 
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