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LETTERS. 

NESTLING DOWNS OF HAWKS. 

To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

SIRS,—From Mr. Withcrby's comments (cmlea, p. 154) on my Ibis 
paper (October 1920). it is abundantly evident that the terms applied 
to the study of feathers are not sufficiently precise. In my definition 
of the word " plumulae," I describe it as " the small downy feathers 
found in the adults of many birds." This being the case. I was certainly 
wrong in loosely referring to the second generation of down in young 
Hawks and Falcons as plumute. In order to be exact this second 
generation of downy feathers require.1; a name—a term corresponding 
to mesoptile in the pre-penna; group of feathers. Mr. Witherby is 
quite right when he points out tha t this second generation of down is 
longer and coarser than the ultimate growth of plumules, but his 
experience, differs from mine in regard to its colour. Although it is 
drab or slightly dusky in some species examined by me (i.e., .Milvus 
and Circus), according to my notes in the majority it is white or whitish 
(i.e., Falco, A qui!a and Circaetus). 

A fixed and definite nomenclature for the successive growths of 
feathers is badly needed. In some birds, more or less perfect adult 
feathers are acquired a t once, whereas in others two or three successive 
generations of structurally distinct feathers may be noted. Moreover, 
further to complicate matters, in some species—the Hawks, for in
stance—there appear simultaneously successive generations of what 
ultimately develop into two quite distinct types of feathers : 
Teleoptiles and Plumules. True, Mr. Pycraft has made an at tempt 
to classify what might be termed the Pennoc: Group, his names being 
respectively for the first, second and third generations ; Protoptile, 
Mesoptile and Tcleoptile. The chief objection to this system of 
nomenclature is tha t we are seldom sure, when there is only one growth 
of pre-pennas, whether it belongs to the so-called first or second genera
tion. Pycraft believes tha t i t is always the Protoptiles tha t have 
been suppressed in such cases but , as I have pointed out {Ibis, October 
1920, pp. 857 and 875), some of the Raptores indicate tha t it is, 
a t least occasionally, the second and not the first generation tha t 
has disappeared. A way out of this difficulty would be to form a 
retrogressive system of nomenclature starting from the final " a d u l t " 
plumage—such as Pennse, Pre-pennse and Ante-pre-pennae. These 
are admittedly clumsy names but they have the merit of being self-
explanatory. Similar prefixes could, of course, be applied to the 
plumute series. COLUNGWOOD INGRAM. 

BROODING PRIOR TO LAYING. 

To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS, 

SIRS,—-In the December issue of British Birds (p. 159) there is a very 
interesting note, by Mr. J. H. Owen, on the above, bu t I am reluctant 
to accept his diagnosis of the two cases cited. 

Undoubtedly such brooding does occur a t times, bu t only extends 
over a short period, and is carried on a t short intervals, i.e., the bird 
remains on the nest for a few hours a t a time. 
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I t should not be confused with the " brooding " of very old birds 

incapable of further egg-production. Such birds—quite commonly— 
build orthodox nests and brood in them for days, sometimes for weeks, 
until gradually, in some instances suddenly, they desert them altogether. 

These barren birds are not uncommon amongst the Corvidae and 
Raptores—two long-lived families. 

Until recently I have been familiar with such a pair of Ravens in 
a mountain of this county. Annually the nest was built and com
fortably lined, when the female would begin to " sit ," but after a 
period of " brooding " she would leave the empty nest, and go off 
foraging again with her mate. Once I got to within a few feet of this 
old hen, which, disregarding the male's harsh, warning calls, just stood 
up in the nest to watch me, croaking all the time. 

Both the instances given by Mr. Owen should, I think, be at tr ibuted 
to barren birds. No eggs were laid and the Rook, he says, deserted 
after a fortnight's " sitting," while the Hedge-Sparrow remained on 
even longer before finally departing. C. J. CARROLL. 
FETHARD, co. TIPPERARY, December 1920. 
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