University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences

Great Plains Studies, Center for

Spring 2010

Book Review: Remarkable Plants of Texas:
Uncommon Accounts of Our Common Natives By
Matt Warnock Turner
Jackie M. Poole
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
Part of the American Studies Commons
Poole, Jackie M., "Book Review: Remarkable Plants of Texas: Uncommon Accounts of Our Common Natives By Matt Warnock Turner"
(2010). Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1102.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1102

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.

138
eggs. Only a single chick that hatched in 2006, however,
has survived long enough to fledge, migrate, and pair-bond
(in 2009). The story is still unfinished.
This splendid book also has capsule summaries of
the other 14 cranes of the world, including detailed range
maps and statements regarding their conservation status.
It is also decorated with over 80 of the most spectacular
crane photographs ever assembled in one place. My only
regret about this book is that I hadn’t written it! Paul A.
Johnsgard, School of Biological Sciences, University of
Nebraska–Lincoln.
Prairie Dogs: Communication and Community in
an Animal Society. By C.N. Slobodchikoff, Bianca S.
Perla, and Jennifer L. Verdolin. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2009. ix + 264 pp. Map, figures, tables,
appendix, bibliography, index. $39.95 cloth.
Prairie dogs (genus Cynomys) are midsized ground
squirrels and a sentinel of the Great Plains’ health. Where
there are prairie dogs, there are predators. Where there are
prairie dogs, the soil is turned over and aerated. Where
there are prairie dogs, plant biodiversity is maintained
by their intermittent disturbance. Sadly, prairie dogs are
vilified by humans: they are shot, poisoned, drowned,
sucked out of their burrows with high powered vacuums,
and their habitats paved over and converted to housing
and shopping centers. In this book, the authors tell us
about their studies of social behavior and communication
in Gunnison’s prairie dogs, while broadening their story
to include information about the other four species—
black-tailed, white-tailed, Utah, and Mexican—along
with messages about conservation and coexistence. Their
admirable intent is to educate people about prairie dogs as
a way to help conserve them.
Superficially, the book reads nicely. But digging a
bit under the hood, I found that it could have been much
better. In many places the authors mix a series of wellsupported facts with data from unpublished master’s
theses based on small sample sizes and with potentially
ambiguous results. The book thus alternates between
solid science and weak anecdote. The degree to which
they cite other relevant literature varies tremendously.
I found the section on personalities in prairie dogs, a
potentially very interesting topic, exceptionally weak.
Had they reviewed the broader literature on animal
personality, they could have educated readers about this
exciting topic. As written, I fear it may convince some
readers that studying nonhuman personalities is a useless endeavor.
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The authors also provide a number of “interludes.”
Some focus on methods of studying prairie dogs, one
suggests why it’s not a good idea to keep prairie dogs
as pets, and an appendix catalogues all of the zoos that
have prairie dogs. At times I wondered about their vision
of their audience; there is certainly something here for
everyone.
The book contains a few minor typos and, in some
places, is imprecise. Discriminate function analysis
(DFA) is not a statistical program, as claimed on page 73,
but an analysis or an algorithm. Soaping is not defined on
page 163, when first used, but rather on page 185.
On a more positive note, Table 5.1 offers a wonderful
summary of a lot of demographic information, and the
economics section, in which the authors try to estimate
the economic value of prairie dogs based on various criteria, is exceptionally interesting.
I love prairie dogs and enjoyed reading this book; as a
scholarly work, however, it leaves room for improvement.
Daniel T. Blumstein, Department of Ecology and Evolu
tionary Biology, University of California Los Angeles.
Remarkable Plants of Texas: Uncommon Accounts of
Our Common Natives. By Matt Warnock Turner, Austin: University of Texas Press, 2009. xvi + 336 pp. Map,
photographs, glossary, bibliography, index. $29.95 cloth.
At last: a book dealing with numerous Texas plants
that is neither a field guide nor a dry litany of ethnobotanical uses. Remarkable Plants of Texas is an easy,
informative, and enjoyable read. Its 65 entries cover over
80 species of some of the most common, well-known, and
well-used plants of Texas (many of which also occur in the
southeastern or southwestern United States or Mexico).
The short (four- to eight-page) chapters are grouped
by life form: trees, shrubs, and herbaceous plants (also
including cacti, grasses, vines, and aquatics). Although
most treatments are about a single species, a few cover
several species within the same genus, either for reasons
of similarity or because of difficulty in distinguishing between species. There is at least one color photograph for
every treatment (my only disappointment with the book
is that some photographs are poorly focused).
At the beginning of each treatment, the origin of the
scientific name is provided along with multiple common
names, family, simple description, habitat, and distribution
information. While the volume’s primary focus is ethno
botanical (prehistoric to present), there is also information
on history (both natural and human), culture, wildlife uses,
ecology (both at the single species and community level),
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conservation, toxicology, paleobotany, geology, etymology, interesting tidbits, folklore, and even folk songs!
This book should appeal to the amateur as well as the
professional. Although most of the writing is easily readable, Matt Turner does not shy away from the occasional
technical term, providing the beginning botanist with an
opportunity to learn something of value. The professional
will find in-depth botanical discussions, such as that on
ocotillo leaves, and probably discover a few new things
about old plant friends. Other impressive features include
an extensive bibliography; a comprehensive index including people, Native American tribes, cities, uses, wildlife,
and the plants themselves; and an unusual glossary that
includes not just the regular botanical terms but also brief
details for over 100 Native American tribes.
Matt Turner weaves an exotic tapestry from a myriad of
often ordinary facts about mundane species. Not only does
he provide fresh information about some of the best-loved
and most written-about Texas plants (such as bluebonnets),
he is at his best when convincing the reader why much maligned species such as Ashe juniper, mesquite, hackberry,
and prickly pear (to name a few) are just as important. If
you have ever been asked, “If you were a plant, what would
you be?,” Remarkable Plants of Texas offers all you need
to know to make your choice. Even as a seasoned botanist,
I’m looking at these common plants now with a slightly
different perspective. Jackie M. Poole, Wildlife Diversity
Program, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.
James Lovelock: In Search of Gaia. By John Gribbin
and Mary Gribbin. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2009. xxiv + 262 pp. Figures, references, index.
$24.95 cloth.
My book review editor asked me what might be relevant to the Great Plains in a biography of James Lovelock,
a book I’d suggested as worth reviewing in Great Plains
Research. I assured him that much in it either is or should
be relevant to the Great Plains and to science researchers
working on studies of aspects of the Great Plains.
James Ephraim Lovelock, born on July 26, 1919, of
fairly humble origins, did not do well in school, partly
because he was dyslexic. In spite of this and other health
problems over the years, he went on to earn a PhD in
medicine from the University of London in 1946 and to
be elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1974. He was
also made a Companion of Honour and a Commander of
the Order of the British Empire, awarded the Wollaston
Medal by the Geological Society of London, and elected
Fellow of the Society of Cryobiology.
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Lovelock was lucky to have grown up during times
when he could find or have easy access to chemicals and
other scientific materials and equipment difficult for a
youth to get today. This access aided him in creating and
testing the efficacy of many scientific inventions throughout his professional life.
During his career Lovelock did pioneering work on
chromatography, including inventing the electron capture
detector for gas chromatography, a device used to document the widespread dissemination of DDT and PCBs in
the environment and CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) in the
atmosphere. This work as well as changes he and other researchers measured in the atmosphere’s composition over
time helped lead him to his widely published research in
print today.
Lovelock is perhaps best known for the Gaia hypothesis, enunciated in the 1970s and now accepted as a theory
by many researchers. This basic idea, designated “Gaia”
at the suggestion of Lovelock’s friend, novelist William
Golding, holds that the Earth functions like a living organism able to regulate its temperature and chemistry
and keep them at a comfortable steady state for itself. The
living and nonliving parts of the Earth interact with one
another in complex feedback loops to modify the environment in ways that keep it suitable for life. This isn’t a new
idea; it has been around since at least the time of James
Hutton, the Scottish geologist, in the 1790s in one form
or another, but Lovelock and others devised successful
experiments to test the concept. Biogeochemical cycles
were a part of my own geological training in the 1950s
and 60s. These cycles fit into the theory quite well.
Designating this theory “Gaia” got Lovelock into
trouble with some of his detractors, who found it a bit
too unscientific. Testing of the theory is still ongoing by
many researchers who think it sound, but under such less
controversial terms as “Earth System Science” or “Geophysiology.”
We humans are embarked on both witting and unwitting experiments altering our world in ways both known
and unknown that we would probably be unwilling to
fund by taxation even on a far more modest scale. We kill
off species of organisms; pollute the atmosphere, waters,
soils, and ourselves; and modify ecosystems. We rarely,
if ever, think about the conditions that humans will be
forced to live under after a few more generations beyond
the time of our grandchildren. James Lovelock has written papers and books since the 1970s that clearly show us
how the world works and what is likely to happen to it in
the not-too-distant future as a result of our experiments.
What we are doing affects the whole Earth, the Great
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