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8 The Anchor

A scoundrel was yet free.
A youth was saved from crime.

A hero was led back to a lonely cell.
CEAK. B2l 5,

HENRY FABRE

“There are hermit souls that live withdrawn
In the place of their self-content ;
There are souls like stars that dwell apart.

Al EPUTATION and renown often seem to go hand
in hand with solitude and seclusion. Though
this statement may seem paradoxical it is never-
theless true and may be borne out by the lives
of many of our great men. Men who are lrl..lly
great and have received world-wide renown seem to shrink
from the world’s gaze and long for a secluded space far away
from the limelight. We number among these, such men as
Washington and Lincoln, Tolstoi, the eminent Russian author;
and in the world of philosophy such men as Bergson, Kant and
Eucken. Many others too numerous to mention may be re-
called as having been men dwelling apart, but in consequence
of their greatness being pulled forward into the world’s eager
gaze. At the first opportunity offered they become hermit
souls again. In Henry Fabre we find this prevalent modesty
marking his greatness.

This distinguished naturalist now dwells near the little
village of Serignan, on the Mediterranean coast of France.
Henry Fabre, who recently passed his ninety-second year,
lives in a small six-room cottage on the outskirts of the village.
The dwelling is surrounded by worthless, sunbaked, wind
swept wastes, yet to Fabre it is a veritable paradise, yielding
to him from within its barren tracts, insects of all sorts which
are the objects of his study.

When a mere lad he was thrown upon his own resources
by the death of his parents and compelled to make his own
living. Through persistent study, unaided, he passed the
examination for the teaching of mathematics, upon which line
of work he had decided to enter. His first position was with
Ajaccio College. Here he won the regard and affection of his
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associates through his ability and conscientious labors. At
this place he was encouraged anew to delve into nature’s store-
house through the friendship of one of the professors, a noted
botanist. Inspired by his friend, Fabre spent his spare time in
the study of plants and animals. In the year 1865 his genius
came to the attention of France and he was given the decora-
tion of honor for original work. In addition, the position of
preceptor to the Prince Imperial was tendered him. But this
opportunity for a career rich in honors and material rewards
was pushed aside because his passion for original research
could not have been followed out had he accepted it. At
twenty he was married. He was now compelled to look upon
the study of nature as a vague dream of the future and to work
harder at teaching. At one time he planned and perfected by
experiments in his laboratory the manufacture of a fine dye
from the madder root which grew in abundance in the neigh-
borhood. Success was almost within his grasp. Freedom from
further thought of the family pocket-book and household ex-
penditures seemed near. So near in fact seemed the culmina-
tion of his labors that a factory was even in process of con-
struction when fate ruled otherwise. The advent of aniline
dyes into the commercial world sounded the death knell of
the vegetable dye since the former could be made so much
cheaper. So with characteristic patience the man toiled on
and again placed in the far future the dreams of his youth.

Not until he reached the age of sixty years was it possible
for him to materialize his dreams and work more freely at his
hobby, the study of insects. It is wrong, however, to call it
work, as the word is commonly used. To Fabre it meant
enjoyment and pleasure to delve into the secrets of his insect
friends. He bought four acres of land on the outskirts of the
village Serignan, there building his little six-room cottage
and laying out a picturesque garden. Thus at the age of
three score years his dream materialized. He writes of his
hobby, “The wish is realized. It is a little late, I my pretty
insects! Is the time remaining enough, O my busy hymen-
optera, to enable me to add yet a few seemly pages to your
history or will my failing strength cheat my good intentions ?”
His good intentions have not been cheated for within the past
three decades much has been added to the study of entomology
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by his investigations, of the lives and habits of the insects. In
botanical investigations he is also an authority. The whole
of the French flora is represented in his magnificent herbar-
iums, the result of sixty years work.

“Current Opinion” speaks of him as the greatest of all the
world’s entomologists. Through his research into the habits
of a great number of minute animals such as the ant, cater-
pillar spider gnat, etc., he has discovered that insects prefer
the pursuit of pleasure to the struggle for existence. As a
result of such findings, the theory put forward by Darwin, viz.;
there exists a struggle for existence in all animal life, becomes
invalid. Another strange fact is brought out in his writings,
a condition of affairs which is met with surprise by this en-
tomologist, the prevalent immorality of the insect world—its
cruelty, its utter disregard of results, its insanity, interspersed
with the disclosure of hedonism. In his writings he makes
this remark, “The story of that unspeakable hypocrite the
praying mantis is one of cruelty, license and grotesque honor
such as human annals cannot match.” Fabre has expressed
his views in most succinct form somewhat as follows: “Be-
cause I have stirred a few grains of sand on the shore am I in
a position to know the depths of the ocean? Life has unfath-
omable secrets. Human knowledge will be erased from the
archives of the world before we have the last word that the
gnat has to say to us.” Ile further takes the position thar,
“Nature is scientifically a riddle without a definite solution to
satisfy man’s curiosity. Hypothesis follows on hypothesis;
the theoretical rubbish heap accumulates and truth ever
eludes us.”

This French recluse is not alone the most patient and
careful of scientific observers, he is a man of keen and delight-
ful sympathy with all insect life. According to Maeterlinck,
he ranks as one of the finest poets of the past century. One
magazine says, “His literary style is such as has not been sur-
passed by any writer on natural history known to us, certainly
not by White of Selbourne himself.” Fabre's delightful book,
“The Life of the Spider,” ranks with Maeterlinck’s “The Life
of the Bee,” and we are given to understand that Maeterlinck
himself willingly admits having been inspired in his work by
his association with the aged naturalist-philosopher. In addi-

- %
] 4
TN - .

-a-
- -
- a

w -

w\ P

The Anchor 11

tion Fabre has written the “Life and Loves of the Insect”
which has been translated from French into English. Many
other shorter articles have come from his pen but have not,
as yet, been published in other than the French language.

In his book, “The Life of the Spider,” our naturalist-phil-
osopher tells us in a most charming and interesting manner
of his ceaseless search for the secret of the tarantulla. He
would invert a test tube containing different animals such as
the grasshopper, the wasp, or the bee over the hole of the
tarantulla. Each time, no matter how soon he investigated,
the body of the victim after having been attacked he found
it stone dead, literally assassinated. How could this “Diana”
as he called the tarantulla so effectually slay its victim? Fin-
ally after a long continued investigation Fabre found that the
assassin, possibly through some inborn predisposition, planted
her fangs in the nape of the neck reaching what is essentially
the vital center or the cervical ganglia. Here, was the only
place where the tarantulla could effect immediate death with
her poison fangs. During these investigations he found it
necessary to sacrifice a young sparrow by exposing it to the
attack of the tarantulla. As proof that Fabre does not want
only to cruelly torture the obje cts of his investigations we
read these remarks he made following the death of the sparrow.
“There was a certain coolness among us at the evening meal.
I read mute reproaches because of my experiment, in the eyes
of my home-circle. I read an unspoken accusation of cruelty all
around me. The death of the unfortunate sparrow had sad-
dened the whole family. I myself was not without some re-
morse of conscience ; the poor result achieved seemed to me too
dearly bought. I am not made of the stuff of those who, with-
out turning a hair, rip up live dogs to find out nothing in
particular.”

So this aged Frenchman, living in seclusion and in very
moderate circumstances, is heralded as the greatest naturalist
of his time. His last years have been freed from anxiety by
a modest pension which has been bestowed upon him by the
French government of his achievements and distinguished life.

FRATER, '14.




