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FAR FROM THE MADDING CROWD 
Review of: 
F. Fraser Darling 1939.  A Naturalist on Rona.  Oxford: Clarendon  137 pp. 
[Nineteenth in a series on "naturalist-in" books.] 
 
 Frank Fraser Darling (1903-1979) did field work in the scottish highlands 
and islands over many years, with emphasis on the biology of gregarious 
vertebrates (Darling 1947).  His study of the red deer, Cervus elaphus (Darling 
1937), is a key work in the british animal-ecology tradition. 
 The island of North Rona is both tiny and remote.  Its area is only about 
one square kilometer, and at 59°07'N 05°51'W it lies about 62 km above the 
north coast of Scotland, beyond the Outer Hebrides.  This book, subtitled 
Essays of a Biologist in Isolation, opens with the remark that "The web of 
experience is largely of your own weaving when you live on a small and 
remote island where there are no other human inhabitants."  Depending on 
the person, it can become a prison or a satisfying world in itself.  Darling 
spent an extended period on the island in 1938-39, together with his wife and 
son, although these appear only in the occasional use of "we" and two photos 
with an unexplained woman in them. 
 Rona has had small human communities off and on since antiquity, but the 
last of these had died out a century before Darling's arrival.  Even so, the 
landscape was enriched by many artefacts of buildings and fields, from which 
he drew inferences on how the long-gone people had lived.  And he spent 
many happy hours restoring the cell of St Rónán (early 8th century), which had 
fallen into ruins. 
 Much of the natural history of any very small island is unavoidably at and 
around the shore.  Accordingly, the main focus of Darling's book is the littoral 
zone, with some attention to the "interior".  This flat island is raised above the 
sea on all sides, so that there is no beach.  As you may have noticed, people in 
any coastal area almost unavoidably spend a great deal of time looking toward 
the sea, and Rona provides a wealth of vantage points.  Darling found one 
particular cliff especially suitable "for watching the pageant of the sea's edge."  
This pageant often included sharks and marine mammals close to shore. 
 Three shore-nesting birds -- turnstones, puffins and great black-backed 
gulls (for whom the puffins are the main diet) -- come in for special attention.  
Among the special delights of this hard-core little book is a thoughtful 
disquisition on the form and functioning of their courtship displays. 
 Another treats the proximate causes of aggregation in birds and mammals; 
the ultimate causes (why aggregation is favoured by natural selection) are not 
hard to grasp, but how do they go about initiating and maintaining the group?  
This is mainly posed around a comparison of the red deer with the atlantic 
grey seal, and Darling concludes that their rather similar social groupings arise 
out of very different circumstances. 
 A period of chosen isolation such as Darling undertook requires 
considerable sympathy with one's surroundings and fellow creatures.  One 
passage will serve to illustrate how this runs throughout A Naturalist on Rona: 
"Puffins excite our sympathy because of their mingled solemnity and 



ridiculousness.  Their calm, dark eyes indicate a serene philosophy -- thought 
we are not entitled to make that interpretation -- and it is easy to fancy about 
them a patient resignation to the destiny of being a food supply." 
 The book is illustrated with many fine black-and-white photos of 
landscapes and animals. 
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