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Calendar of Nature Topics 
May Sunshine 

May in England is primarily the month of sun
shine. Although in June the days average nearly 
an hour longer, the clearer skies of May almost 
suffice to make up the handicap, and the actual 
duration of bright sunshine is very nearly as great 
in May as in June ; in some parts of the country 
May is even the sunnier. This characteristic of 
"the merry month of May" was early recognised ; 
Shakespeare wrote: "Maids are May when they are 
maids, but the sky changes when they are wives." 
May is the last month of spring ; the winds have 
fallen to gentle breezes, but they still blow mainly 
from south-west. Winds of southerly origin are 
generally moist, but their stratification is stable, 
and violent storms are rare. In June, pressure rises. 
over the Atlantic to the west of the British Isles 
and the prevailing winds blow from north of west ; 
approaching more southerly latitudes the lower 
layers of air are warmed by contact with the surface 
and tend to become unstable. Hence in June, skies 
become cloudier and thundery conditions begin to 
develop. 

Swallow and Cuckoo Arrive 

No migrant birds have received more general 
attention than these, and although consensus of 
opinion gives April as the usual month of first 
arrival in Britain, it is curious that the range within the 
month should be so varied. Dr. Eagle Clarke records 
the earliest average for the swallow as March 21 for the 
usual date of first arrival in England, April 6 for 
Scotland ; Gilbert White's dates in Hampshire range 
from March 26 to April 20; Marwick's in Sussex 
from April 7 to April 27 ; Blomefield's in Cambridge
shire from April 9 to April 28, and the Phenological 
Society's average for thirty-five years works out at 
April 2l. For the cuckoo, the corresponding average 
is April 26 ; Blomefield's average of seventeen years 
is April 29, his range April 21 to May 8, closely 
corresponding to Marwick's April 15 to May 3, less 
closely to White's April 7 to April 26. 

Precision of Return of Swallow 

One of the many interesting discoveries which the 
ringing method of tracing bird migration has placed 
beyond doubt is that swallows often return to the 
exact locality from which they set out in an earlier 
year. Dr. Landsborough Thomson has summarised 
the evidence from many sources. In Britain, twenty
one swallows marked as nestlings have been found 
again at their place of birth, seventeen in the follow
ing summer, two after two years, and two after 
three years, while six marked as adults have returned 
to the old nesting locality. Sometimes the return 
was extraordinarily precise, to the same porch or 
outhouse, sometimes to within a few miles ; but 
occasionally a considerable distance intervened, the 
two greatest divergences being the return of a bird 
born in Stirlingshire to Yorkshire (170 miles) and of 
the recovery of one, born in Ross-shire, at Glasgow 
(125 miles) after an interval of nine years. In 
Hungary, von Sceots recorded many returns of 
swallows and house-martins of great accuracy, and 
none outside a radius of two kilometres. In one 
instance, a bird used the Rame nest in six successive 
seaf>ons, and a pair has been observed to keep together 

for three years. When it is remembered that these 
returns follow a double journey, to and from southern 
Africa, under varied conditions of wind , the precision 
of way-finding and the appreciation of locality 
take rank as outstanding wonders of bird migration. 

Red Deer Shed their Antlers 

Richard Jeffries states that the red deer of Exmoor 
shed their antlers in March, but while this is the 
shedding month for park deer, in general it may 
be said that wild stags in England cast their antlers 
in April and in Scotland in May. In this process, 
Nature seems to be in wasteful mood, for the building 
up of a pair of antlers weighing approximately ten 
pounds, largely from a material so scarce in the 
food of deer as lime salts, must entail a considerable 
physiological drain upon the stag. In less than four 
months, the antler will be completely formed ; it 
will serve its purposes for the remaining eight months 
and then be entirely cast off. 

The shedding of the antlers depends mainly upon 
the cutting off of the blood supply, and this is brought 
about by the growth of the bony tissue so that it 
encroaches upon the blood-vessels lying in the central 
mass of the antler shaft or beam. The very Rolid 
end of a shed antler represents the non-vascula1· 
tissue which, in developing, has obliterated the blood
vessels and so cut off the blood supply to the antler, 
causing it to become a dead structure. Then follows 
a process analogous to necrosis. At the junction of 
the antler and the process of the frontal bone upon 
which it rests, the bone is resorbed and an area of 
weakness develops, so that by rubbing its antlers 
against a tree or rock or even by a violent shaking 
of the head, the stag is able to free itself of them. 

Bull Frogs Calling 

By the end of April and the beginning of May, 
the choruses of bull frogs will be in full song in 
North American swamps, making noise enough to 
be heard a mile away and almost to deafen observers 
close at hand. Although frogs, as Sir J. Arthur 
Thomson used to put it, invented the first love song 
in the world, they have been able to impart a wonder
ful amount of variety to their croaking. The song of 
the Carolina toad (Bujo terrestris) may be no more 
than a slight chirp, but it has also been described, 
by Prof. A. H. Wright (1932), as a trill, a drone, a 
musical note in quality or a bass roar, to be inter
preted in English (or American) as " waghrrrrrr 
rrrrrr" ; a very different performance from that of 
the green tree- or •fried bacon' frog (Hyla cinerea) of 
which the shrill, loud voice, curiously human, seems 
to call "grab, grab, grabit, grabit". The Carolina 
toad, like many of the species of Hyla, has a large 
vocal sac under its throat, and when croaking the 
throat is at first distended to its full capacity and the 
body compressed, followed by the collapse of the throat 
and distention of the body. The croak is of seven to 
nine seconds duration and is repeated at intervals of 
four to sixty seconds. Temperature readings during 
the p eriods of croaking varied from 58° to 88° F., 
but the best choruses occurred at 68° to 74° or 
higher. Most of the croaking was preceded or accom
panied by rain, or cloudy weather, and rain appears 
to be the important determining factor. As the 
season wears on to June and July, croaking s lackens 
in volume, and Wright's data seem to show that the 
later the season of chorus probably the greater the 
amount of rain required to give the initial stimulus. 
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