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BASIC PATENTS IN NATURE1 
By WILLIAM K. GREGORY 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY AND AMERICAN MUSEUM O F  NATURAL HISTORY 

AT a time when the very word "adaptation" is 
anathema to many scientists it may seem reactionary 
to choose an even more anthropomorphic term such 
as "basic patents" to stand for the same idea. 
Nevertheless, as I shall t ry to show later, each one 
of us is able to carry on the business of life solely 
by means of our capital stock of Nature's patents, 
inherited from ancestors that have somehow gradually 
invented or come upon them in the long rise from 
fish to man. By basic patents I mean not only the 
things invented but the principles of construction and 
operation, of which Nature is the sole and rightful 
patentee ; albeit many of her patents have been stolen 
from her by that Promethean rebel, H o m o  sapiens, 
who maintains to date a fairly successful revolt 
against her armies of other organisms that are per- 
petually waging war against him. 

Here, however, we come a t  once into the midst of 

1 Address of the president of the New York Academy 
of Sciences, given on December 18, 1933. 

things. What are some of the reasons for this per- 
petual, struggle and warfare which is the vis  & tergo 
of d 'utionl The specific properties and reactions 
of wbcer, carbonic acid, the atmosphere, and so forth, 
which collectively constitute the fitness of the environ- 
ment for the support of life, appear to emerge from 
the interaction of still more elementary principles, 
such as  the following: Nature is almost infinitely 
repetitious but variable. Her experiments are ex-
tended in time and her forces vary in intensity, du- 
ration and extent. From the recurrent clash of her 
cosmic forces the terrestrial environment experiences 
many cycles of day and night, of high tide and low 
tide, of summer and winter and the shifting of the 
poles, cycles of climate, cycles of mountain building 
and base leveling, of submergence and emergence. To 
all these the struggling populations of living organ- 
isms must adjust themselves or be crowded out. 

These variable forces do not, however, wholly 
cancel each other; they leave cumulative results scat- 
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@ 
Although "An Introduction to the Vertebrates" 
was piblished as recently as May 1933, already 
twenty-seven prominent colleges and universities 
are using it. -
This text has three Duruoses. First, i t  lsrovides an 

L 

outline of the characteristics on which ihe modern 
system of classification of chordates is based; 
second, it gives a general view of each of the five 
classes -fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and 
mammals, with particular reference to representa- 
tives used in the laboratory; third, i t  gives a 
coinparative analysis of anatomical systems and 
specialized structures. 

A few of the many splendid comments on the 
book are : 

"A fine text. It is not only original but written in a lucid 
style which should be appreciated by students who have had 
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non-essentials." -Alfred S. Romer, University of Chicago 

"The material has been organized and presented extremely 
well from the point of view of the student. The original 
line diagrams and drawings are particularly good to show 
important points in the comparison of structures and to me 
are the outstanding feature of the book." 
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sary, Index. 
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