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On the scientific front
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Various groups of animals are sensitive to magnetic fields, includi%myﬁ{teria, fish
(rays and sharks), homing pigeons and, now, honeybees. James Gould® has published an
interesting general account. With his colleagues at Princeton University, USA, he has
found that the body of a worker honeybee contains a million or more tiny crystals of
magnetite (Fe;0,). These are apparently synthesized late in the pupal stage, several days
after the larva has finished feeding. The crystals are in the front of the abdomen, near one
of the bee’s two gravity-detecting organs, and their net alignment produces a natural
magnetic field in the horizontal plane of the bee, at right angles to its body axis. They
provide a mechanism whereby the bee can respond to magnetic fields such as that of the
earth. This has been further explored by Kirschvink* 3, who also examined published
experimental data on ‘errors’ in direction indication by honeybees dancing in different
magnetic fields. Calculations gave results consistent with the concept of magnetorecep-
tors, each containing a slightly elongated crystal of magnetite (about 107’mm? in
volume) that is free to rotate into alignment with the geomagnetic field.

This year it has been reported® that Robin Baker, Janice Mather and John Kennough
in Manchester University, UK, have located magnetic material in the bones of the sinus
in the human nose. If confirmed, this could explain why at any rate some human beings
can ‘feel’ the direction of the earth’s magnetic field. Such a sensitivity is likely to be better
developed in primitive peoples, who are accustomed to use it, than in others.
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