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To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

T H E GENERIC NAMES OF OUR SWALLOWS. 

S IRS ,—I t has been my rule and practice, and one to which, whenever 
possible, I still intend to adhere, not to enter into nomenclatural 
controversies. On the present occasion, however, I have had to give 
an opinion on Dr. Harter t ' s recent innovations in the generic names 
of our Swallows and Martins, and as the matter has already been brought 
to the notice of your readers (Vol. IV., p . 136) I feel that arguments 
against the change should be brought forward. To my mind the chief 
object of a name is in order tha t naturalists throughout the world 
should know without any doubt to which species they are referring 
in the course of their writings, and hence it is most undesirable to change 
a universally accepted name except for very sound reasons. Such 
reasons do sometimes arise, and then, much as we may regret it, a 
well-known name has to be altered to one with which we are less familiar* 
To settle, or, I should say, to at tempt to settle, the differences of opinion 
on this subject an International Committee, tha t meets a t the Inter
national Zoological Congresses, was appointed, and this committee has 
drawn up a set of rules to which all zoologists, though they may hold 
their own opinions on various points, should conform, since by these 
means alone can we hope for any uniformity. Unfortunately, the 
committee itself committed a rather serious mistake by first agreeing 
to take the twelfth edition of Linnseus's Syst. Nat., published in 1766, 
as the basis, and subsequently altering that decision and going back to the 
tenth edition of that work, published in 1758. The main arguments on 
this point I do not know, but the twelfth edition was the one used by the 
majority of ornithological writers in the nineteenth century, and that 
edition has given us many of the names with which we are most familiar. 
The committee, by altering their decision, therefore, not only emphasized 
the point that there was dissension in their camp, but have spread that 
dissension far and wide, and created, for the present a t any rate, a 
considerable amount of confusion. Be tha t as it may, however, the 
tenth edition has now to be the basis, and we must adopt it, however 
little we may like it. Dr. Harter t has been much criticized, in this 
country at all events, for his innovations, many of which (but by no 
means all) are merely due to his following the strict letter of the rules, 
and to these we must submit. The Swallow question, however, comes 
in another category altogether. In order to save confusion the com
mittee decided that no name should be allowed to stand unless a suffi
cient description of the characters or bird to which that name applied 
was given at the same time. Rule VII . , par. I., Proc. Int. Zool. Congr. 
Berlin, p . 967, 1905, reads as follows :— 
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" The name of a genus or species can only be tha t name under 

which it was first designated, on the condition : 
" (a) Tha t i ts name was published, and defined or indicated." 

As will be seen, the whole question turns on the word " indicated," 
No description whatever is given in Forster 's Catalogue, and for t ha t 

reason the names are, in my opinion, neither " defined nor indicated," 
and therefore should not be used. Supposing last year I had 
published a list of birds and in tha t list occurred, " Accentor 
harterti, British Hedge Sparrow," would Dr. Harter t have allowed my 
name to stand ? I think (and hope) not. I t is no argument to say 
tha t because Boie gave no description tha t therefore Forster's names, 
which are equally lacking in tha t respect, should be used. Two wrongs 
never yet made a right. If Boie gave no descriptions, his names have 
no right to stand, bu t it is certainly no reason for using Forster's. 

Dr. Har ter t says " Miparia," Forster, has been accepted. I do no t 
know by whom, and with such opportunities as I have had I have been 
unable to find a reference to it , nor does Dr. Har te r t support his s tate
ment except by a single reference to a writer in 1908 in a German 
scientific periodical. But " one Swallow does not make a summer," 
and it is certainly a stretch of imagination to speak of one reference 
as " accepted." I t seems to me therefore that Forster 's names have 
no right whatever to be used, and should be ruled out as nomina nuda, 
and tha t we may still, with a clear conscience, use Hirundo for the 
Swallow, Ghelidon for the House-Martin, and Ootile for the Sand-Martin. 

The validity or otherwise of Boie's names I leave to others to thrash 
out , bu t anyway they cannot affect the argument as regards Forster 's . 

J . L E W I S BOOTOTE. 

P.S.—May I direct Dr. Harter t ' s attention to the rules of the Inter
national Committee, Proc. Int. Zool. Congr. Berlin, pp. 888 and 969, 
re Latin terminations, e.g., Mgithahxs, not JSgithaloa ; Turdua philo-
meloa, etc. ?—J. L. B. 

To the Editors of BBITISH B I R D S . 

T H E POSITIONS ASSUMED BY BIBDS I N FLIGHT. 
Silts,—I have read Mr. Beetham's paper on " The Positions assumed 

by Birds in F l i g h t " with interest. When he says (p. 167) t h a t the 
" unfolding of the units of the wing seems to be sequential, starting with 
the humerus, and not simultaneous," I must join issue with him. 
With regard to the raising of the humerus, I did not know tha t anyone 
h a d maintained t h a t this extended the rest of the whig. So far we are 
in agreement. The region of controversy begins a t the elbow-joint. 
When a bird's wing is straightened a t the elbow, it straightens also a t 
the wrist—not absolutely, bu t nearly. This can be proved by taking 
a freshly-killed bird—anyone who is afraid of being labelled a laboratory 
theorist can take a live one instead—and bring the humerus into line 
with the forearm, when the hand will fall into line nearly. When 
complete straightening a t the wrist takes place, no doubt special muscles 
are brought into play : it is not entirely the work of the triceps muscle 
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which extends the forearm. Another plan is to examine a number of 
photographs. I have never seen one in which a bird's wing is 
straightened a t the elbow and a t the same time bent (beyond a very 
little) a t the wrist. Certainly there is no example of this in any of the 
excellent photographs with which Mr. Beetham's paper is illustrated. 
There is no need to point out the importance to the bird of having 
all the big and heavy muscles massed upon the body or near it. 

F. W. HBADLBY. 

To the Editors of B R I T I S H B I R D S . 

UNEQUAL WING-STROKES I N FLIGHT. 

SIRS,—Mr. Headley's explanations of his additional photographs 
on page 192 are not more convincing to me than those referring to the 
previous photographs. I n both, the wings are held symmetrically. 
I n Fig. 1, p . 192, if lines be ruled through the tips of the primaries, 
the edges of the longest secondaries, and through the wrists of the 
wings, these three lines will be found to converge to a point considerably 
above the bird, this being so because the camera has been held pointing 
down at it. The existence of this vanishing point shows that the 
three sets of points occur on parallel lines, and it follows tha t the wings 
are in a strictly symmetrical position. 

Fig. 2 is even clearer. The Pigeon is alighting with its wings thrown 
back. The camera is viewing it a little from the right, and therefore 
it shows an almost full view of the left wing, and a fore-shortened or 
compressed view of the right. A book held open a t an angle and a 
little to the right of the eye will demonstrate the correctness of the 
above opinion. A. W. SKABY. 
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