A bouquet of smells

It is well known that the senses of different animals are not developed to the same extent. Some animals, such as cats and owls, have an extraordinarily acute sense of vision, whereas others have a remarkable sense of smell, with elephants probably being the champions in this category. Mr. M. Krishnan has written about how a lost elephant can relocate its herd which is kilometres away by following the ground scent left by the members of the group. Once he was chased by an irate cow elephant. He ran through some vegetation which blocked him from her view. Even the wind was blowing from the elephant towards Mr. Krishnan, taking his scent away from her. But she tracked him by smelling his footprints! He escaped by wading across a broad sheet of water. He hid behind a tree and watched the elephant come up to the water. On losing the trail, it gave up the chase.

Though our noses are ineffective compared with those of elephants, we do have the sense of smell. So by stretching our mental faculties we can imagine what an elephant’s world of smells is like.  But there are animals that have senses that we lack entirely. Fishes, for instance, have a sense organ called the lateral line which they use to detect vibrations in the water around them. This allows them to detect movements in the water. Without even a limited ability to feel the corresponding sensations, we cannot comprehend what it means to be a fish.

The difficulties of describing a sensation! Imagine explaining what the colour red, say, means to a hypothetical person who sees things in black and white. So each species, with its unique combination of sensory organ tuning, leads its special life, the pleasures of which cannot be experienced by other species.

Like elephants, dogs have a very well developed sense of smell. Watch a dog when a car comes to a halt near it. The dog will walk up to the bumper and sniff at it for a long time. Then it will do the same with the wheels. No doubt it is gathering a lot of information from the smells accumulated on the car over the course of its journey. It is almost as if the dog were reading a book.

Considering the state of many roads, one would think that a dog, with its acute sense of smell, would wrinkle its nose in disgust and withdraw quickly from a car tyre. But there is no accounting for tastes, as the adage goes. If you have been on a long walk and have just removed your shoes and socks, a dog will smell your feet with great enjoyment, almost ecstatically. And you know what a sweaty sock smells 

like!

Kumaran Sathasivam

Madras

19 October 2009

