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Evolution here and now!
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The beak of The Finch, by Jonathan Weiner, Vintage books, 1995. 332 pages.

Jonathan Wiener’s has two purposes in writing The Beak of The Finch, (1) he aims to make visible to the reader the extraordinary work of two evolutionary biologists, Peter and Rosemary Grant and their myriad of field assistants over a period of twenty years, and (2) to demonstrate the pressure of selection on species and how this pressure drives evolution. 
The over-arching theory presented by Jonathan Wiener in The Beak of The Finch is that evolution--as it was previously and still is considered by many--does not take hundreds or thousands of years to occur. He proposes that evolution can be seen, it is happening, and it is occurring all around us. Through a carefully trained and scientific eye it can be measured and studied over a series of isolated populations and it is being driven by the pressures of selection on these species to develop variations to adapt and survive with the continuous changes in their environment.

Jonathan Weiner explored these theories through the work of 150 technical reports by Peter and Rosemary Grant on Darwin’s finches of Daphane Major-- a small island located in the Galapagos Archipelago—a trip to island with the grants, and interviewing more than eighty other evolutionary biologists and their eye witness accounts of evolution.
The major ideas of this book are mainly introduced through the 20 years of research the Grants have conducted on Darwin’s finches, on the island of Daphane Major. The 13 different species of finches on Daphane Major are in isolated populations and therefore can be studied closely and meticulously, as the Grants and their numerous graduates have.  Each Finch species is slightly different and therefore fills a certain nich on the island. The differences in there beak size, length, depth, and width are the adaptations that allow them to occupy their different niches.  Through evolutionary pressure from changes in the environment, resulting in competition for scarce water ( during the drought year of 1977) , food sources and mating, the Grants are able to document through field measurements, advantages in variation of certain species of Finch that aid in their survival through inclement times.
 During low seed years of select food source for the finch species  Geospiza fortis, in order to surivive  had to spend much more time and energy to obtain food energy through  Tribulus seeds. Another finch-- bigger in body and  beak size--on the island Geospiza magnirostris has a more powerful beak than G. fortis and therefore can more easily consume the seeds of Tribulus. This beak size gave advantage to G. magnirostris and allowed it’s population to survive during a drought , year while concurrently the population of G. fortis crasched.

Wiener goes on through book to illustrate numerous examples of how beak and body size play into survival of the finches. In addition, he draws  further evolutionary examples, from the changes in antibiotic resistance of  E-coli that can occur in a course of hours,   how the poaching of elephants for the desire of their large tusks has caused a decrease in both male and female tusk size., the changing of host specific plants of haw flies from hawthorn to apple trees due to availability , and the growing genetic resistance of pest to insecticides and pesticides  in an agricultural setting.


 To conclude, Jonathan Wiener’s The Beak of The Finch reads very well for its intended audience, the general public. It makes a brilliant account of evolution and goes so far to prove so through example after convincing example. It would make an excellent introductory reading to evolution for high school or freshman college students. The examples of evolution are stated without an overbearing we are right, they are wrong, us vs. them or evolutionist vs. creationist flogging that one would receive from reading Richard Dawking’s The selfish Gene, or the Blind Watchmaker.  Thus this account of  scientifically  proven examples  would be a warmer welcome to the evolution by speculative yet open-minded creationist.

As an incipient graduate student I found this book to be generally helpful in preparing for my own research project. It provides good example of the amount of literature that is needed to understand and prepare for a research project (2,000 technical papers!)And also the personal accounts he obtained through numerous interviews with over 80 other evolutionary biologists. I can only hope to gather half of this array of documented literature and personal accounts that Jonathan Wiener had gathered in order to understand the subject of evolution and prepare for writing The Beak of the Finch. The magnitude and thoroughness of his research for this book is both inspiring and daunting.

 
Additionally, The Beak of the Finch illustrates the difficulties and uncertainties in conducting research in the field, such as year with no rainfall, the year of the flood, and the difficulties in the working environment itself on Daphane Major. These unforeseen problems—though the year without rainfall proved to be of great importance to the selection pressures on the finches—can occur despite a carefully designed research project and rigorous planning beforehand.

Lastly, The Beak of the Finch  is an excellent example of how to effectively communicate ones research ideas, results, and conclusions with the general public. As scientists we must act and are expected to act in ways that help to better society through our research. This is often the economic trade off of receiving funding, as it is the public that often decides where money should be spent and on what research.  

