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In 1971, a fisherman named George Swallow
found a tiny male harbour seal* on the beach
in his village in Maine. The pup’s mother was
dead, so he decided to take the seal home.
He treated his new companion as he would
a dog, talking to him a lot and even letting
him ride in his car. He called him Hoover
because of how he ate, sucking fish up like
a hoover*. Hoover kept growing bigger and
needing more food, though, and George
realised he couldn’t keep him. Eventually he
found his friend a new home, moving him to
Boston’s New England Aquarium.

As Hoover grew into an adult, he revealed
an extraordinary ability: he could speak.
“He says ‘Hoover’ in plain English,” one
person noted. Over the next several months,
Hoover’s trainers started rewarding the seal
with fish whenever he spoke, and they
discovered that he could do much more than
just say his name. Hoover quickly began
greeting aquarium employees and visitors,
shouting phrases like “hello there, how

are you”, “come over here” and “get out of
here”. He had obviously learnt the phrases
from George, as he even reproduced his

old friend’s accent. It made him a star, and
crowds of people came to the aquarium to
see the world’s only “talking seal”.

Even after Hoover died in 1985, scientists
were puzzled by his special ability. Was
he truly unique? We're only now learning
the answer to that question, decades later.
A team of researchers at the University
of St Andrews in the UK has found new
evidence that seals really can learn to
imitate human speech. The researchers
worked with three young seals, playing
them various sounds and tunes from
a computer. The seals not only managed
to pronounce clear vowels, but they could
also “sing” the first few notes of tunes like
r Wars theme song and “Twinkle,
Little Star”.
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consider that pronouncing vowels is
something that even our closest animal

relatives, such as gorillas, find very difficult.

Seals have an important anatomical
advantage that gorillas do not: a larynx*, or
voice box, very similar to the one found in
humans. However, this doesn’t fully explain
their ability to copy human speech: there
must also be something special about

the way seals’ brains work that makes

this possible.

Although we now know what allows seals
to “talk’, it is still unclear why they have
this ability. It’s possible that it has got
something to do with their highly social
way of life. Seals live in large groups, and
the ability to make complex sounds may
help mothers and pups find each other.

It may also give an advantage to seals
looking for partners. Although we might
never learn the true reason, the discovery
is still interesting. “This is the first example
of a non-human animal that seems to be
using vocal* learning in the same way we
are,” says Laela Sayigh, a scientist studying
dolphin communication.

* harbour seal - tulefl obecny; hoover — vysavag;
larynx — hrtan; vocal - hlasovy
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What is true about George
Swallow?

A Helikedtoeatalot.
B He moved to Boston.

€ Hehadasealandadog.
D

He livedinavillage on
the coast.

What is not true about Hoovel

A Hespokewithanaccent.

B His ability made him very
famous.

C Heneeded rewards from
trainers to start speaking.

D The first phrase he spokein
the aquarium was his name.

What did you learn about

the researchers? ’

A Theysang well-knownsongs
toseals. 1

B They failed to make seals say
vowels clearly.

C They taught seals to copy.
parts of some tunes.

They found new eviden
about seals in 1985.

What does the fourth
paragraph say about seal:
A Theyare moreintelligent tha
gorillas. :
B They can pronounce
better than gorillas.
C Theyareable to “talk®
thanks to their voice box.
They can learn to copy:
understand human speech.

What would be the best
for the last paragraph?
A The puzzle that remains
B Lifeinseals’social grou
€ Thereason for the dis
D

Vocal learning in seals
dolphins g





