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REVIEW. 
How Birds Live, a Brief A ccount of Bird Life in the light of Modern 

Observations. By E. M. Nicholson. London : Williams & Norgate, 
1927. 

As Mr. Nicholson states in picturesque language, the advance in our 
knowledge of birds has been somewhat rapid and blundering and in 
isolated salients and not along the line. This little book is intended 
to give some idea of the ground gained, and naturally gives little 
scope for originality. I t is, in fact, to a great extent a resume of 
modern work from the British standpoint and has the defects which 
one might expect to find as the result of too limited an outlook. In 
his preface the author says that he has not followed tradition by 
dragging in references to the Hoatzin or the Christmas Island Frigate 
Bird, and that practically all the species mentioned may be studied 
by an English observer at home. Yet, when we come to lay down 
general laws for bird behaviour, there is considerable risk in basing 
our premises on too limited a series of facts, and although we may be 
quite justified in ignoring the somewhat bizarre instances cited by 
Mr. Nicholson, a wider knowledge of bird life may result in an entire 
reversal of conclusions based on parochial observations. The terri
torial theory, propounded by Mr. Eliot Howard is discussed critically 
and its limitations are clearly shown. " Birds of Prey," says Mr. 
Nicholson, " are held in check by a fierce unsleeping jealousy, so strong 
that even in the dead season they are rarely capable of forming the 
smallest and simplest society " (p. 33). This is an astonishing state
ment, even though qualified by the admission that on migration they 
often travel in parties, but " In England, a t any rate, sociability makes 
no further headway among the Birds of Prey." 

These statements, if correct, have an important bearing on bird 
economics, for Mr. Nicholson holds tha t if the slaughter of such birds 
ceased, they could not increase indefinitely or get out of hand, but 
that where three pairs of Falcons have bred from time immemorial no 
increase can be expected. Unfortunately, the facts here are against 
Mr. Nicholson, and the enormous increase in the number of Peregrines 
since game preservation temporarily ceased and was permanently 
reduced, has proved beyond a shadow of doubt that where the food supply 
is adequate and sites are available, these birds can live at compara
tively close quarters without undue friction. We know of Peregrine's 
eyries only a few hundred yards apart, on the English coast, while 
Buzzards will breed at much closer quarters. During the last year 
of the war three pairs of Kestrels were breeding in one hedgerow not 
far from Oxford, all within 200 yards. Incidentally, we would 
demur to the statement that the last Ospreys sacrificed their lives 
in " territorial " warfare. When the stock is reduced to two males 
and one female or vice versa, fighting will almost invariably ensue, 
but we see no reason to describe the struggle for a mate as "territorial ." 

That birds of prey can and do live in colonies abroad is such a 
well-known fact that we need only mention Lesser Kestrels, Red-footed 
Falcons, Black Kites, Eleonoran Falcons, Griffon Vultures, etc., as 
instances. Some of these birds are quite as communal in their breeding 
habits as the Rook. We may perhaps be excused for mentioning 
that on Pigeon Island, every one of the thirty-five large trees on the 
island bore at least one and in two cases two nests of the Great 
White-bellied Sea Eagle (Halicsetus leucogaster) according to Hume. 
I t is true that none of the species mentioned breed in the British 
Isles, but if we take the British Raptores we now find a single 
pair of Golden Eagles nesting in a glen as a rule—while even 
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in St. John's days only one pair of Ospreys haunted each loch. Yet 
we have only to study the habits of the Osprey in North America to 
find tha t it breeds there in great numbers in certain localities—nests 
being often placed close to one another. Canon Tristram, while 
exploring the Dayats of the M'zab country, found in one palm grove 
no fewer than seven pairs of Golden Eagles breeding together. The 
habit of breeding in solitary state may then be due to local conditions 
rather than an innate " fierce unsleeping jealousy." Yet the study 
of old vermin lists from Scotland rather tends to show that even here 
a t one time the Golden Eagle must have been plentiful. Between 
1819 and 1826 on two estates in Caithness and in the county of Suther
land, rewards were paid for the destruction of 295 adult Eagles and 
60 young or eggs. On the Glengarry property 275 Kites were killed 
between 1837 and 1840. In Sutherland alone 171 old Eagles and 
53 young or eggs were destroyed from March, 1831, to March, 1834. 
There is also evidence of the former existence in considerable numbers 
of the Osprey. By the middle of the nineteenth century this murderous 
slaughter had told on the numbers of the birds of prey and our earliest 
records date from about this time, when St. John and Wolley had 
popularized the N.W. Highlands. 

That sociable breeding is not characteristic of the American race 
of the Osprey only, is shown by a recent note of Herr Peus, who found 
no fewer than four occupied nests of Osprey as well as one of Peregrine 
within an area of about 120 X 200 metres in Germany. 

Probably it will be found tha t the limits to the increase of a raptorial 
bird are the exigencies of the food supply and the provision of suitable 
sites. In the case described by Hume, there was a practically un
limited food supply, bu t every tree was occupied. Certainly the 
territorial limits of the Golden Eagle in Sutherland a t the beginning 
of the nineteenth century must have been very restricted indeed ! 

Other statements seem to be based on somewhat slender evidence. 
I t is extremely doubtful whether the Guillemot lives as long as the 
average of human life (p. 16). In comparing the fertility of the 
Blackbird and Willow-Wren, the former is said to lay 9 eggs in a 
season and the latter 5 to 7 eggs. Taking the produce of the latter 
as 6 to 9 of the former, Mr. Nicholson estimates the losses of the 
migratory Willow-Wren as about half those of the Blackbird. While 
it is true tha t there are serious risks on migration, the author seems 
to lose sight of the fact t ha t half the Blackbird's life is spent in 
winter, while the Willow-Wren lives in perpetual spring or summer. 
This is also true of the Turtle-Dove as opposed to the Wood-Pigeon. 

The reduction in the number of eggs in the Blackbird's clutch on 
the Riviera is probably due to the scarcity of food, and in Spain, 
clutches of 4 and 5 occur (as also in N. Africa) under suitable conditions. 

Another interesting problem which receives imperfect t reatment 
is tha t of the simultaneous manoeuvres of flocks of certain species. 
In this case one possible factor seems to be entirely overlooked. Quite 
recently, I had an opportunity of seeing some wonderful evolutions 
carried out in perfect time by a flock of about 40 Jackdaws in the 
Gorge a t Constantine. Here, owing to the close proximity of the 
birds, one could hear quite plainly many notes repeated from time 
to time which would have been quite inaudible under ordinary circum
stances. Starlings, which also carry out elaborate simultaneous 
movements, certainly do not perform them in silence, though one 
must be close a t hand to hear them. Racing among Swifts is always 
preceded by a peculiar and easily recognizable call and is accompanied 
by screaming notes which are not used a t other times. 

F. C. R. JOURDAIN. 
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