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William Rowan was born in Basel, Switzerland in 1891 and received his early education in 
France. After working as a cowboy in Alberta and being impressed with Canadian wildlife in 
1911 he returned to England to study science at University College, London. There he enrolled 
in the honors zoology program and graduated in 1917. By 1919 he was back in Canada, serving 
as a lecturer at the University of Manitoba and moved to the University of Alberta in 1920. 

 From Rowan’s ornithological studies came an important original contribution to scientific 
understanding -the discovery of the importance of photoperiod (day length) in triggering 
migration and reproductive behavior in birds. By artificially lengthening the daylight hours to 
which caged juncos were exposed, Rowan was able to promote spring behavior in the middle of 
an Edmonton winter. That work earned him a DSc from University College , London in 1931. 
Also in 1931 he published a book- The Riddle of Migration.  

To further delve into day length and migration Rowan reared crows with half the group exposed 
to increasing light regime and a control group that received  the normal fall decreasing 
photoperiod. He released 500 crows in November , their tails dyed bright yellow .The release 
was accompanied by a radio and press blitz asking for public cooperation and offering rewards 
for every yellow-tailed crow caught or shot anywhere. Rowan was able to account for more than 
50 per cent of the crows he released. In the end, more crows from the control group were 
recovered — fewer than 30 per cent of the crows from this group were lost — because they 
tended either to stay put where they were released or to head south, whereas those from the 
experimental group followed their surging hormones northward into less-populated regions. The 
experiment yielded results as conclusive as could be hoped for: the birds from the experimental 



group went north; no others did. Photoperiod was clearly a key that helped unlocked an 
important element of migration. 

In addition to his work in ornithology Rowan was a gifted musician and also sculpture 
photographer and artist. He greatly admired the illustrations of Ernest Thompson Seton. 

In 1934 Rowan was elected a fellow of the Royal Society of Canada. Twelve years later he was 
awarded the Society’s Flavelle Medal in recognition of his contributions to Canadian science. In 
1956 he retired, having served as chair of the University of Alberta’s Department of Zoology for 
35 years. He died the following year.  

 


