
Galaxy and now named after him. 
I could all but smell the streets and 

markets of seventeenth-century Prague 
in this novel. In one memorable passage, 
Clark describes Kepler taking the path 
to the castle, across the Stone Bridge, 
where in 1611 he wrote his little book on 
the snowflake, recently republished to 
celebrate its 400th anniversary. 

Clark also brings to life interest-
ing minor characters and conjures up 
Kepler’s eventful family history, includ-
ing the joys of parenthood, his difficult 
mother (whom he had to clear of suspi-
cions of witchcraft), and the tragic deaths 
of his children and first wife, Barbara. 
Thoughtfully crafted dialogues reveal 
the tension between Kepler’s rationalism 
and the ‘magical’ beliefs of others. 

Interspersed among the chapters 
about Kepler are several about Galileo’s 

time in Padua, 
Florence and 
Rome. In these, 
Kepler endorses 
the veracity of 
Galileo’s reports 
of seeing new 
‘stars’ around 
Jupiter through 
his newfangled 
opt ica l  tube. 
And Galileo’s 

lack of response to a letter from Kepler is 
explained as a result of religious rivalry: 
the Catholic church in Rome feared 
that lapsed-Lutheran Kepler would side 
with their Protestant enemies. 

Today, in an age when Vatican astrono-
mers have telescopes in Arizona and host 
summer schools on cosmology at the 
Pope’s summer residence at Castel Gan-
dolfo near Rome, it is hard to evoke the 
mood of the early seventeenth century. 
Clark manages it.

Just as Shakespeare’s inventions about 
the lives of kings give us too much pleas-
ure to resist his playing fast and loose 
with history, the fun of reading plausi-
ble words from the mouths of Kepler, 
Galileo and their contemporaries over-
whelms petty objections to invented 
conversations. I am less fond of Clark’s 
minor chronological adjustments and his 
invented character, Cardinal Pippe. 

The Sky’s Dark Labyrinth deserves 
a broad readership. I look forward to 
Clark’s forthcoming novel on Isaac New-
ton and Edmond Halley, and the final 
part of the trilogy, on Albert Einstein, 
Edwin Hubble and Georges Lemaître. ■

Jay M. Pasachoff is professor of 
astronomy at Williams College, 
Williamstown, Massachusetts, USA. 
e-mail: jay.m.pasachoff@williams.edu

Q&A Daphne Sheldrick
Elephant rescuer
Daphne Sheldrick was the first person to rear baby elephants successfully by hand, and has 
worked with animals for 50 years in Kenya. As she stars in an IMAX film chronicling her efforts, 
she describes her experience of conservation and animal husbandry. 

How did you get involved 
with elephants?
I grew up on a highland 
farm in Kenya. We had a 
lot of wild orphan animals 
because in those days wild animals were eve-
rywhere. I married into the wildlife  service 
and lived in Tsavo National Park, where wild 
orphans started coming in — buffalo, rhinos 
and elephants. The elephants were a huge 
challenge: nobody had managed to raise a 
newborn calf. My husband thought it was 
impossible. Eventually I managed to keep one 
alive for six months, having lost many others. 
We knew we were on the right track.

Why are elephants so challenging to rear?
The milk formula is very special. So is the 
husbandry. It took 28 years of trial and error 
to get both about right. We knew that ele-
phants’ milk was high in fat. We added extra 
cream and butter to cows’ milk, but then we 
learned that the elephants lived a lot longer 
on skimmed milk. So we scouted around the 
shops to try to find infant human formula 
that contained vegetable fat instead — the 
nearest thing to the fat in elephants’ milk 
is coconut fat. With this mix, we have now 
managed to raise 130 elephants, which are 
still living today, some with their own young.

How do these animals become orphaned?
Elephants are fragile in infancy. In a perfect 
world they would not have any enemies, but 
the growing human population is taking up 
more and more land that was once used for 
elephant migration routes. An elephant does 
not know the difference between grass and 
maize [corn] and can eat a human’s liveli-
hood in an afternoon. And the demand in 
the Far East for ivory has grown tremen-
dously in the past few years. The only hope 
for elephants is to ban all trade in ivory. 

Have you shared your methods?
We have tried to. We are contacted by people 
from all over Africa, but raising elephants 
is a long-term thing. They are with you for 
up to 10 years, sometimes longer. They need 

24-hour care and feed-
ing every 3 hours, day 
and night. They are 
milk-dependent for 
3 years. You have got 

to have the staying power to see the project 
through. I’ve been working with elephants for 
50 years — that’s most of my life.

How do you return hand-raised elephants to 
the wild?
They are one of the easiest species to return; 
it just takes a long time. It isn’t a question of 
getting an animal to two or three years old 
and tipping it out in the bush. They go to 
the rehabilitation stations in Tsavo with their 
human family until they have made friends 
in the wild herds. They are introduced to the 
wild herds by other now-integrated orphans. 
No elephant we have raised has been unable 
to go wild in the fullness of time.

What does the future hold for elephants in 
Africa? 
The elephant population in Africa will fall 
to a much lower level as the human popula-
tion rises. But the absence of elephants has a 
big impact. They create the water holes and 
the trails that lead to them; they turn thick 
unproductive scrubland into productive 
grassland; they walk enormous distances 
and distribute seeds in their dung. Without 
the elephant you lose lots of other animals.

What do you hope people will take away 
from Born to be Wild 3D?
Everyone that sees it cannot fail to go 
home having learned a lot about elephants 
— how caring and nurturing they are and 
how magnificent they are to one another. 
Elephants can provide lots of lessons for 
humans. ■ SEE CORRESPONDENCE P.282

I N T E R V I E W  B Y  D A N I E L  C R E S S E Y

Daphne Sheldrick with one of her early charges.

“The fun 
of reading 
plausible words 
from the mouths 
of Kepler 
and Galileo 
overwhelms 
objections 
to invented 
conversations.”

D
AV

ID
 S

H
EL

D
R

IC
K

 W
IL

D
LI

FE
 T

R
U

ST
 (
W

W
W

.S
H

EL
D

R
IC

K
W

IL
D

LI
FE

TR
U

ST
.O

R
G

)

 NATURE.COM
More on the surge in 
the ivory trade:
go.nature.com/k9sgfk

Born to Be 
Wild 3D 
On release now 
at IMAX cinemas.
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