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The Best Laid Plans of Ravens

1	 In Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Raven,” a raven visits a lonely man’s home and responds to the 
man’s pleading questions with only the word “nevermore.” The poem’s narrator interprets the 
word as a prediction of doom for his future. A talking, prophetic raven may seem to be the wild 
imaginings of the poet, but a new study published in the journal Science hints that one particular 
idea behind the poem might not be as far-​fetched as it seems. For most of human history, people 
assumed that animals do not understand the passage of time in the same way people do. Some 
people believed that animals might remember events from the past and that instinct might drive 
them to make preparations in order to guarantee survival, but most people did not think that 
animals had the ability to plan. At Lund University in Sweden, researchers argue that ravens may 
be able to think ahead and even plan for the future.

2	 It can be difficult to test an animal’s ability to plan because human observers must be certain 
they are not mistaking instinctual behavior for intentional planning. For example, many animals 
hoard food so that they will not run out later, but scientists who study animals would not call 
hoarding a decision to plan for the future. This action is merely instinctual. Cognitive scientists 
argue that in order for an animal’s behavior to qualify as preparing for the future, the animal 
must use specific decision-​making skills to solve a problem.

3	To avoid mistaking instinctual behavior for evidence of decision-​making, the Lund University 
researchers designed two experiments to test ravens’ ability to plan. Ravens belong to the corvid 
family, a group of birds known for their intelligence. A study in 2007 showed that corvids have 
the tendency to save only certain types of food, which suggests that they are planning for the 
future rather than acting on instinct. In order to investigate that theory, the researchers had to 
design experiments that would achieve results that could not be explained by an instinctual 
behavior of food hoarding. Therefore, the ravens were taught two behaviors that they do not 
normally perform in the wild.

4	For the first experiment, the researchers showed the birds how to use a small stone to open a 
box and get treats. Once the ravens learned the behavior, the researchers presented the birds 
with four stones. Only one stone was the right size to open the box. The birds learned to select 
that stone and set it aside until the researchers presented the box. The second experiment 
involved bartering. A researcher would trade the ravens a large treat for a bottle cap. Later, the 
researchers presented the ravens with a group of items, including small treats and the bottle cap. 
The ravens chose the bottle cap over the treats and waited for the original researcher to trade 
with them again so that they could get more treats. In both experiments, the ravens waited 
patiently for up to seventeen hours for the researcher to return.

5	The results of these experiments are exciting, but more evidence needs to be gathered before 
scientists can fully conclude that ravens can plan for the future. Some scientists argue that the 
ravens might be choosing the stone and bottle cap because the ravens have been trained to do 
so, not necessarily because the ravens are thinking ahead. Regardless, like other recent advances 
in animal science, these experiments show that ravens could be much smarter than first believed, 
and scientists now believe that ravens do actually think about their own future.
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Excerpt from A Voice in the Wilderness

by Grace Livingston Hill

1	With a lurch the train came to a dead stop and Margaret Earle, hastily gathering up her 
belongings, hurried down the aisle and got out into the night.

2	 It occurred to her, as she swung her heavy suit-​case down the rather long step to the ground, 
and then carefully swung herself after it, that it was strange that neither conductor, brakeman, 
nor porter had come to help her off the train, when all three had taken the trouble to tell her that 
hers was the next station; but she could hear voices up ahead. Perhaps something was the 
matter with the engine that detained them and they had forgotten her for the moment.

3	The ground was rough where she stood, and there seemed no sign of a platform. Did they not 
have platforms in this wild Western land, or was the train so long that her car had stopped before 
reaching it?

4	She strained her eyes into the darkness, and tried to make out things from the two or three 
specks of light that danced about like fireflies in the distance. She could dimly see moving figures 
away up near the engine, and each one evidently carried a lantern. The train was tremendously 
long. A sudden feeling of isolation took possession of her. Perhaps she ought not to have got out 
until some one came to help her. Perhaps the train had not pulled into the station yet and she 
ought to get back on it and wait. Yet if the train started before she found the conductor she might 
be carried on somewhere and he justly blame her for a fool.

5	There did not seem to be any building on that side of the track. It was probably on the other, but 
she was standing too near the cars to see over. She tried to move back to look, but the ground 
sloped and she slipped and fell in the cinders,1 bruising her knee and cutting her wrist.

6	 In sudden panic she arose. She would get back into the train, no matter what the consequences. 
They had no right to put her out here, away off from the station, at night, in a strange country. If 
the train started before she could find the conductor she would tell him that he must back it up 
again and let her off. He certainly could not expect her to get out like this.

7	She lifted the heavy suit-​case up the high step that was even farther from the ground than it had 
been when she came down, because her fall had loosened some of the earth and caused it to 
slide away from the track. Then, reaching to the rail of the step, she tried to pull herself up, but 
as she did so the engine gave a long snort and the whole train, as if it were in league against her, 
lurched forward crazily, shaking off her hold. She slipped to her knees again, the suit-​case, 
toppled from the lower step, descending upon her, and together they slid and rolled down the 
short bank, while the train . . . ran giddily off into the night.

8	The horror of being deserted helped the girl to rise in spite of bruises and shock. She lifted 
imploring hands to the unresponsive cars as they hurried by her—​one, two, three, with bright 
windows, each showing a passenger, comfortable and safe inside, unconscious of her need.

1 cinders: track bed made from the residue of burnt coal



9	A moment of useless screaming, running, trying to attract some one’s attention, a sickening 
sense of terror and failure, and the last car slatted itself past with a mocking clatter, as if it 
enjoyed her discomfort.

	10	Margaret stood dazed, reaching out helpless hands, then dropped them at her sides and gazed 
after the fast-​retreating train, the light on its last car swinging tauntingly, blinking now and then 
with a leer in its eye, rapidly vanishing from her sight into the depth of the night.

	11	She gasped and looked about her for the station that but a short moment before had been so real 
to her mind; and, lo! on this side and on that there was none!

	12	The night was wide like a great floor shut in by a low, vast dome of curving blue set with the 
largest, most wonderful stars she had ever seen. Heavy shadows of purple-​green, smoke-​like, 
hovered over earth darker and more intense than the unfathomable blue of the night sky. It 
seemed like the secret nesting-​place of mysteries wherein no human foot might dare intrude. It 
was incredible that such could be but common sage-​brush, sand, and greasewood wrapped about 
with the beauty of the lonely night.

	13	No building broke the inky outlines of the plain, nor friendly light streamed out to cheer her 
heart. Not even a tree was in sight, except on the far horizon, where a heavy line of deeper 
darkness might mean a forest. Nothing, absolutely nothing, in the blue, deep, starry dome above 
and the bluer darkness of the earth below save one sharp shaft ahead like a black mast throwing 
out a dark arm across the track.

	14	As soon as she sighted it she picked up her baggage and made her painful way toward it, for her 
knees and wrist were bruised and her baggage was heavy.

	15	A soft drip, drip greeted her as she drew nearer; something plashing down among the cinders by 
the track. Then she saw the tall column with its arm outstretched, and looming darker among the 
sage-​brush the outlines of a water-​tank. It was so she recognized the engine’s drinking-​tank, and 
knew that she had mistaken a pause to water the engine for a regular stop at a station.

From A VOICE IN THE WILDERNESS by Grace Livingston Hill—​Public Domain
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Champion of the Channel

1	 In 1926 an editor at the London Daily News predicted that Gertrude Ederle, an American 
swimmer with eighteen world records and three Olympic medals, would fail in her attempt to 
swim across the English Channel. He claimed that “even the most uncompromising champion of 
the rights and capacities of women must admit that in contests of physical skill, speed and 
endurance they must remain forever the weaker sex.” Yet, at only nineteen years old, Ederle not 
only became the first woman to accomplish this feat, she also broke the men’s record by 
two hours. Gertrude Ederle’s triumphant swim across the English Channel was a testimony to her 
determination, innovative spirit, and passion for swimming.

2	Crossing the English Channel is a daunting task for any swimmer. At its narrowest point, the 
channel measures twenty-​one miles across. Its icy waters hover around sixty degrees Fahrenheit, 
and its unruly tides and currents toss swimmers about like bobbing corks. Stinging jellyfish, 
seaweed, and floating debris from shipwrecks and lost cargoes present added hazards.

3	For decades the channel’s perils have defeated countless swimmers. Ederle, too, failed in her first 
attempt to cross the channel in 1925. Just six miles short of finishing, she became ill, and her 
coach had to haul her out of the water. Undeterred, Ederle decided to try again. Ederle knew that 
if she did not complete the challenge this time, she might never get the opportunity to set this 
record, because a rival female swimmer was preparing to make her second attempt at the 
crossing as well.

4	To prepare for the marathon swim, Ederle found ways to improve her equipment. She and her 
sister Meg discovered that melted candle wax perfectly sealed goggle edges, effectively 
waterproofing Ederle’s goggles against hammering waves. The sisters also designed a two-​piece 
silk swimsuit for Ederle. During her first channel-​crossing attempt she had worn a standard one-​
piece swimsuit that, after the lengthy hours of swimming across the channel, had stretched out, 
filling with water and creating drag, making an already challenging task almost insurmountable. 
Unlike the cumbersome typical bathing suit, this silk invention weighed little and allowed for 
easy movement.

5	On August 6, 1926, Ederle waded into the channel near Cape Gris-​Nez, France. At first she 
shivered in the bone-​chilling water even though she had covered her body in eight layers of 
grease for insulation. Her limbs felt stiff. Her strokes were irregular. Driving forward, she fought 
to clear her mind and find what she called her “sphere,” a place where the sea became her only 
companion and the shrieks of gulls and the humming of boat engines faded away. Using a new 
overhand stroke called the American crawl, Ederle eventually settled into a steady pace, briskly 
breaking through waves.

6	Throughout Ederle’s swim, two tugboats accompanied her. One carried newspaper reporters who 
wired dispatches of her progress to shore. The other, displaying a sign that read “This way, ole 
kid!” with an arrow pointing forward, transported her coach, family, and friends. Her coach 
played songs, such as “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” on a phonograph so that Ederle could time 
her strokes to the rhythm. Using a net, her coach also passed her baby bottles of broth for 
nourishment.



	 7	For hours Ederle swam, dodging debris with an amused smile. However, as she neared the 
English shore, a sudden fierce storm erupted. The tides and waves forced Ederle backward, and 
she fought the stubborn swells for several hours. The salty water caused her tongue to swell and 
inflamed her ears. Yet Ederle felt indescribably happy as she churned through the sea. Finally, as 
she neared the English shore, the storm abated, and the tide turned. No longer fighting against 
her, the sea pushed her toward the shore and victory.

	 8	After fourteen hours and thirty-​one minutes, Ederle, on wobbly legs, stepped onto the English 
shore. The waiting crowd roared, honked their automobile horns, blasted their tugboat whistles, 
and set off flares that flashed in the sky. Ederle had swum into history.

	 9	When Ederle returned to New York, she received a parade, where thousands of people shouted 
“Trudy!” Not only were everyday American citizens proud of Ederle, but also she inspired them to 
be more active. Over the next few years, more than 60,000 people credited her with motivating 
them to earn their American Red Cross swimming certificates. Gertrude Ederle’s accomplishment 
proved to the world that with determination and passion, it was possible for a person to achieve 
his or her goals.

SOLO SWIMS ACROSS THE ENGLISH CHANNEL

Earliest Speed Records

Year Swimmer Time

1875 Matthew Webb (M) 21 hours, 45 minutes

1923 Enrico Tiraboschi (M) 16 hours, 33 minutes

1926 Gertrude Ederle (F) 14 hours, 31 minutes

1926 Arnst Vierkotter (M) 12 hours, 38 minutes

Current Speed Records

Year Swimmer Time

2006 Yvetta Hlavacova (F) 7 hours, 25 minutes

2012 Trent Grimsey (M) 6 hours, 55 minutes
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tablelands: plateaus, flat areas of land sharply elevated from the surrounding area
tapaderos: leather covers for stirrups
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Massachusetts: Lowell National Historical Park 

O During the first half of the 19th century, Lowell, Massachusetts, quickly transformed itself from a farm town to a bustling industrial city. In 
time, Lowell became a model of industry, gaining global recognition for its state-of-the-art technology, innovative canal and dam system, mill 
architecture, boardinghouses, churches, and ethnic neighborhoods. Young Yankee women, immigrant families, and European tourists all 
flocked to Lowell to find work at one of the many textile mills, or visit the industrious city that was becoming a popular tourist destination. As 
one Scottish traveler observed during his visit to America, "Niagara and Lowell are the two objects I will longest remember in my American 
journey, the one the glory of American scenery, the other of American industry." Today, Lowell National Historical Park welcomes visitors to 
enjoy the sights of Lowell and learn about the history of one of America's most significant industrial cities. 

f) The Boston merchants who founded Lowell in 1821 and named it after Francis Cabot Lowell chose to locate the town along Massachusetts's 
Merrimack River to take advantage of the kinetic energy offered by the Pawtucket waterfalls. Over six miles of canals powered the waterwheels
of Lowell's mills, whose massive five- and six-story brick buildings dominated the city's landscape ... . The most recognized of these buildings
are the Lowell Manufacturing Company chartered in 1821, the Suffolk or Wannalancit Mill completed around the 1880s, the Boott Mill Company
established in 1835, and the Boott Mill Boardinghouse that opened in 1838. By the 1850s, 40 textile mills employing over 10,000 workers
stretched for about a mile along the river .... 

O The city's female workforce was significant in the history of Lowell. From the early to mid-1800s, women left the constricted lifestyle of small 
rural towns and rural areas for independent industrial city life. Most were young single Yankee girls, who were tired of the limited opportunities 
offered by their domestic work. Women found that Lowell's mills offered monthly wages for their services and provided them room and board. 
Although these women gained economic independence in Lowell, the mill boardinghouse keepers constantly supervised their social activities, 
for which they hardly had any time, considering their daily 12- to 14-hour work schedules. At the end of the day, the factory bell signaled the 
"mill girls" to return to their boardinghouses_ They were expected to adhere to the strict code of conduct respecting curfew and attending 
church. 

G Yankee "mill girls" continued to dominate the Lowell workforce until the 1840s, when the city began to find it difficult to compete with the 
growing industrial development in other New England communities. As profits fell, the mill industry cut wages. These wage cuts, deteriorating 
working conditions, and long workdays led the "mill girls" to protest and organize strikes. When their demands went unheard, the women left 
Lowell, and immigrant groups replaced them in the workforce. Despite the low wages and unhealthy work conditions, immigrants were eager to 
find work. 

O The immigrants replacing the Yankee "mill girls" during the 1840s were predominantly Irish Catholics, who traveled to America during the 
Great Potato Famine. Although Lowell received an influx of Irish families during this time, the Irish were a part of the city's history from its birth, 
and before the "mill girls" arrived, they built Lowell's historic canals, mills, and boardinghouses. Initially, Lowell's Protestant community was slow 
to welcome Irish immigrants, but the hostility between Yankee Protestants and Irish Catholics eventually disappeared. Irish immigrants 
dominated the industrial scene until the Civil War, when other immigrant groups began to work in the city mills. 

G Like the Irish, the French-Canadians, Greeks, Poles, Portuguese, Russian Jews, and Armenians who came to work in Lowell's mills faced long 
work hours, I ow wages, and poor living conditions in the city's crowded tenements. By the time Lowell's industry declined, the city had become 
an ethnic melting pot, where each group claimed its own distinct neighborhood, like the Irish immigrants' "New Dublin" or "Acre," and the 
French-Canadians' "Little Canada." The city officially began to close down its mills in the 1920s and '30s after Lowell's outdated mills could no 
longer compete against the state-of-the-art cotton mills in other communities and working conditions continued to decline as Lowell's 
companies stopped reinvesting in their mills_ ... Despite a brief resurgence during World War II, the city shut down its last surviving mill by the 
mid-1950s. 

Ftom "Massac.husens: Lowell NcllJOOal HiStOfiC:cll Pa(k.""-Publi( oomalrVNclliOnal Patk 5er'Vi(e 

Yankee: native to New England
Niagara: a town in northwestern New York State well known as the location of Niagara Falls, a series of waterfalls on the Canadian border
domestic work: household duties like cooking and cleaning
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