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"TERRITORY IN BIRD LITE " * 
BY 

H. G. ALEXANDER. 

" EVERY kingdom, every province," wrote Gilbert White, 
" should have its own monographer." After reading Mr. 
H. Eliot Howard's latest book one is tempted to add " every 
meadow and every cliff." 

The purpose of the book is to show that a great deal of the 
peculiar behaviour of birds during the breeding-season, 
commonly supposed to be connected with sexual selection, 
is in fact due to the necessity for each pair of birds to have 
its own territory for breeding purposes. Early in the spring, 
Mr. Howard points out, not only the so-called "migrants," 
but practically all other species too, change their winter 
gregariousness for a spring exclusiveness, and repair to 
definite territories, whether it be a few feet of cliff in the case 
of a Razorbill, a part of a swampy meadow in the case of a 
Reed-Bunting and a Lapwing, or of a copse or woodland or 
garden in the case of a Chaffinch and a Willow-Wren. This 
territory is defended against all invaders of the same species, 
and often also, to some extent, against kindred species, 
first by the solitary male, and later, after the female has 
appeared, by the two birds equally. Hence the fighting 
that takes place amongst birds during the mating-season. 
Song, too, as well as warfare, is closely connected with the 
defence of the territory; on the one hand, it is a warning to 
other prospective occupiers that the territory is already 
occupied; on the other, it gives notice to the arriving females 
that a male bird, with territory duly occupied, awaits a mate. 

Mr. Howard also shows why birds require such a territory 
during the breeding-season. At other times the flock can 
wander at will, and every member has an equal chance when 
a good feeding-ground is found. But in the breeding-season, 
not only are suitable nesting-sites required but, far more 
important than this for most of the small birds, a plentiful 
and continuous supply of food must be obtainable at the 
shortest possible distance from the nest in order to prevent a 
heavy infant mortality. This fact, urges Mr. Howard—and 
the present writer partly agrees with him—is the true explana
tion of migration, a habit which would long ago have died 
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out if it were only a rather useless relic of the ice-age. Indeed, 
he practically defines migration as the journey that is under
taken—whether it be a hundred yards or a thousand miles— 
at the season when the gregarious instinct gives place to the 
exclusive instinct, and vice versa. 

The book seems to me a convincing exposition of a theory 
that in general, as the result of rather different observations, 
I already held. There are, however, various considerations 
that Mr. Howard seems to me to overlook, or on which he 
lays insufficient emphasis. 

My first criticism is that he almost ignores the fact that 
many birds are known to return to the place where they 
were bred. He gives a belated recognition of the fact in the 
second part of his last chapter, but he does not seem to realize 
what an important bearing it has on his whole theory. A 
bird begins its life in a restricted territory ; the first journey 
it undertakes is the autumn journey, not the spring one ; 
the spring journey is, in very many cases at any rate, merely 
a return along the old tracks. So that the overpowering 
impulse to seek a territory in spring is not a completely new 
instinct even in the first year ; it is essentially a " homing " 
instinct. And this, surely, accounts very largely for the 
varying numbers of species in a given district from year 
to year ; if a large proportion of the young survive their 
first winter the number will increase ; if old and young both 
perish there may be none, until some neighbouring district 
becomes too heavily populated. Of course, if a bird returns 
to its old home and cannot establish itself by reason of 
competition, it may have to wander to some new locality, 
and thus, as Mr. Howard shows, the, breeding-range may 
increase. I have known a Reed-Warbler appear on a marsh 
in the middle of June in the south of England ; and last year 
near Birmingham a Chirfchafi appeared in a locality in June 
and sang constantly every day for the next month or more ; 
but in neither of these cases, so far as I observed, did a mate 
appear, so that the attempt at fresh colonization was a failure. 

Again, it does not seem to me that Mr. Howard estimates 
the relationship of the female to the territory and to the male 
correctly. He admits near the end of the book that the 
recovery of marked birds shows that the female, as well as 
the male, is apt to return to its old home to breed. But 
earlier in the book he pictures the male arriving first and 
the females wandering round without any special inclination 
towards any special place, until they happen to encounter 
unmated males defending a territory. My own impression 
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is that most birds pair for life; my reasons for believing this 
are, first, that one very often finds birds in pairs in their 
winter-quarters : even ducks, whilst in flocks during the 
winter, very often break up into pairs. Stonechats, Black 
Redstarts, and Firecrests occur in pairs in their winter-
quarters ; and my own experience is that flocks of Finches 
during mid-winter usually contain approximately equal 
numbers of both sexes, and that Redwings and Fieldfares 
often seem to be paired before they depart. Again, I have 
observed cases in which it appeared to me that the female 
reached and occupied the old territory first. Also, the pair 
occasionally arrives simultaneously, and so presumably 
both together. I have just seen a pair of Wheatears travelling 
together. Of course, I do not deny that the male normally 
arrives first; there may well be a physiological reason for 
this, and it may also have a survival-value, as suggested by 
Mr. Howard. 

Nor, I think, is the contrast between the breeding-time 
behaviour and the behaviour during the rest of the year 
quite as thorough as Mr. Howard suggests : Robins, Stone-
chats, Black Redstarts, and possibly some other birds, un
doubtedly keep off intruders from their autumn and winter 
residences. Further, I have some fairly good evidence for 
believing that many birds' winter wanderings take them, 
subject, of course, to some extent to food-supply and climate, 
to the same winter-quarters, and also to the same resting-
places in spring and autumn, year after year. Undoubtedly 
a great many birds lose the exclusiveness of their territorial 
instinct after the breeding-season is over ; but I believe birds 
are more conservative with regard to the journeys they 
undertake than is often supposed. 

There are other respects in which I think the seasonal 
contrast is less sharp than Mr. Howard suggests ; thus, 
I have not infrequently heard Buntings singing, and Chaf
finches also, whilst still in flocks ; nor is the song in winter-
quarters or on migration invariably, as Mr. Howard suggests, 
a feeble, spasmodic affair. 

I think, too, that a difference in kind, not merely in degree, 
ought to be recognized between the territoriality of the small 
land-birds and that of the cliff-breeding birds. Most small 
passerine birds get all their food within their territory ; the 
cliff-breeding birds merely require a nesting-site. It is 
misleading to say that a Herring-Gull " cannot be allowed 
so much space as a Bunting." The point is that it does not 
require so much space, seeing that there are no territorial 
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limits to its feeding-territory. I t is confusing and misleading 
to apphy the " territorial " theory to cliff-breeding and other 
gregarious birds ; and I do not see that Mr. Howard makes 
out a good case for distinguishing between the cliff-breeder 
and such birds as Rooks. It may be true that Rooks are 
gregarious breeders from choice and Guillemots from necessity, 
but so far as the appropriation, defence and limitation of the 
territory of each pair and the feeding of the young are 
concerned, the position is identical. 

Altogether, I wonder whether Mr. Howard is not generalizing 
from wholly insufficient data . That he has made out a good 
case for the importance of the territory to the majority of 
English passerine birds is, I think, undeniable; but his 
a t tempts to apply his theory to cliff-breeding sea-birds, and 
to the frequent " mobbing " of large birds of prey by smaller 
species, seem to me to rest on unsound arguments ; whilst 
he nowhere shows that he has tried to discover whether his 
theory is applicable to birds that live in tropical forests, or in 
other parts of the world. It may be that the territory is 
more important in temperate regions of variable climate 
and, consequently, uncertain food-supply than in any of the 
" well-regulated " climates, both north and south. 

Mr Howard shows, I think, conclusively, tha t both song 
and migration have a certain " survival-value " in relation 
to the acquisition and securing of a territory ; with regard 
to song, his observations seem to confirm those recently 
described by Mr. J . P . Burkit t in the Irish Naturalist. But 
it seems to me that Mr. Howard gives too little attention to 
other important aspects of these two habits. The fact that 
they have a " survival-value " connected with the territory 
does not prove that they have no other value. 

My experience (or lack of experience) leads me to wonder 
whether Mr. Howard does not exaggerate the amount of 
fighting in which birds indulge. I think the impression made 
on most readers of this book would be that birds spend as 
much time fighting each other as they spend in feeding or 
singing. Personally, I very rarely see birds fight. 

One other small point. I am pret ty certain that most 
Greenfinches that breed in England, like most Linnets, are 
not the birds from local stubble-fields, but are spring 
immigrants. This would account for the fact on which Mr. 
Howard comments, that , unlike some other Finches, they 
do not appear at their breeding-places at all until late March 
or April and then stay there all day long. He also seems 
not to realize that the flocks of Lapwings, Chaffinches and 
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•other species that abound in winter and spring are mixed 
flocks including immigrants from farther north or even 
overseas, as well as the local residents, or some of them. 

I confess I also feel that Mr. Howard's book might have 
been much shorter—with less repetition of arguments and 
more reference to observation. 

There is no doubt, however, that he has, as the result of 
much close observation, contributed an important chapter 
towards the fuller understanding of bird-life. And it is 
because my own observations have been largely along lines 
parallel to his, and have led me to similar conclusions, that 
I have ventured to criticize some aspects of his theory, whilst 
fully endorsing his general contention, and admiring the care 
and thoroughness with which he has worked it out. 


