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REVIEWS. 
The Baby Bird and its Problems. By W. Bickerton, pp. xvi., 136. 

With 96 illustrations from photographs, (Methuen.) 10s. 6d. net. 
T H I S is a statement of the principal facts concerning the early life 
of our common birds, written in a popular style, and well suited to 
stimulate the interest of a- beginner. The claim of the author in the 
preface, that while approaching the subject from a somewhat unusual 
angle he is interpreting the simple observations of the field naturalist 
in the light of the principles of elementary biology, is perhaps rather 
an overstatement, for generally the author is content to describe the 
facts without investigating the underlying causes. 

Greater accuracy in matters of detail would have added considerably 
to the value of the work. Thus, on p . 28, a table is given of the incuba
tion-periods of some eighteen of our commoner birds. These periods 
are extremely difficult to ascertain exactly, and in many cases there 
are still unexplained discrepancies in the recorded observations. There 
is, however, no excuse for the quite erroneous statement defining the 
incubation-period of the Sparrowhawk as twenty days ! I t has long 
been known to last for about five weeks, and the painstaking observa
tions of Mr. J. H. Owen have fixed i t definitely at from thirty-four 
to thirty-five days. Some of the other periods are not correctly given ; 
tha t of the Tawny Owl is certainly under-estimated. 

Tables showing the comparative sizes of birds taken by measurements 
of length must always be deceptive, as so much depends on the size 
of the rectrices. No one would maintain that the Long-tailed Tit 
is a larger bird than the Reed-Warbler, in spite of the fact that Saunders's 
measurements of the former exceed those of the latter. In the dis
cussion on the comparative size of the Cuckoo and its fosterers, probably 
a trueridea of the proportions would be given by their respective weights. 

The Roseate Tern is said to have long been on the verge of extinction 
as one of our native species, only continuing to exist in any strength 
in one or two strictly protected areas. This is quite the reverse of the 
truth. The Roseate Tern exists, as it has done from time im
memorial, in considerable numbers, but it has practically disappeared 
from what was formerly its main stronghold under strict and 
undiscriminating protection, though it survives in unprotected areas. 

Apart from these and other imperfections in detail, the book is 
interesting and readable, while the illustrations, though somewhat 
unequal in merit, testify to much persevering field work on the par t 
of the writer. F . C. R. JOURDAIN. 

Birds at the Nest. By Douglas Dewar, 8vo, pp. 272. (Lane.) 7s. 6d. ne t . 
Although the subject of this work is much the same as tha t of 

Mr. Bickerton's book the treatment is totally different. I t is a serious 
contribution to the study of bird mentality, but in his zeal to dispel 
the prevailing misconceptions on the subject, in which the bird is 
regarded as sharing in the intelligence and feelings of mankind, the 
author has gone to the opposite extreme and pictures the bird as a mere 
automaton, controlled by instinct and entirely devoid of intelligence. 
While admitting that there is a certain amount of t ru th in this con
tention, the theory is pushed much too far. The differences in degree 
of intelligence between different species are insufficiently recognized 
and far too much reliance has been placed on a series of observations 
from different sources of the behaviour of birds kept under totally 
unnatural conditions in captivity. " In aviaries instances of ill-
treatment, neglect, and even murder of the young frequently occur." 
No doubt, and when human beings have been imprisoned under some
what analogous conditions, similar results have ensued, but this proves 
little or nothing. In a wild state there are species in which the male 
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hardly ever comes into contact with the young. Is i t surprising tha t 
disaster follows when both sexes are kept together in confinement ? 
Among many mammals, seclusion from the female is absolutely neces
sary a t the time of reproduction, and the interference of man leads t o 
what in a human being might be described as a " brain storm " or 
temporary insanity. Even in the case of wild birds the same result 
may be produced by incessant interference. In more than one instance. 
Ravens, pestered by the attentions of a photographer, have devoured 
their own eggs, yet this conduct is quite abnormal and could never 
take place under natural conditions. 

The Raven which deserted a threatened nesting-site was probably 
disturbed by the preliminary falls of loose stones, and there is no need 
to credit i t with an acquaintance with the laws of mechanics any'more 
than to suppose that the bird which springs to sudden flight a t the 
report of a gun has any knowledge of the laws of ballistics or the 
explosive properties of powder, but i t does sense the presence of danger, 
and adopts the instinctive method of flight. The " broken wing " 
trick is the subject of a chapter in which, after quoting descriptions 
and explanations from many sources, the author comes to the conclu
sion that the movements in question are purely involuntary and are 
caused by the partial paralysis due to intense excitement. Mr. Dewar 
i s more familiar with Indian than European birds and here his ignorance 
has led him into error. " Few, if any, individual birds can, while 
they have young, be surprised by a human being or a four-footed crea
ture sufficiently often to have the opportunity of observing the effect 
of such behaviour." A very slight acquaintance with the Arctic Skua 
would have disproved this assertion. That the movements in question 
are to some extent under the control of the bird is shown not so much 
by the fact that they increase or diminish in energy as the intruder 
approaches or recedes from the nest, but rather because directly the 
bird realises tha t the nest has been found i t abandons the at tempt 
to distract the attention of its foe. Mr. Dewar has also failed t o grasp 
the significance of the change of demeanour on the part of the male 
Ostrich when he finds the stranger between himself and the nest. 
Attack a t such a moment might result in the destruction of the eggs. 
Tha t the habit of running in an apparently helpless condition away 
from the nest is advantageous to certain species receives the strongest 
confirmation from observations made of predaceous mammals in 
pursuit of apparently injured birds. 

An unfortunate characteristic of this work is the carelessness with 
regard to quotations. On p . 74, St. John is quoted as recording the 
breeding of a small Bearded Tit " i n a chink of his garden wall in 
Sutherland." In the tables of percentages of rejections by fosterers 
of the Cuckoo, the average of the Whitethroat is given as 80 per cent. 
Only ten cases of rejection were known to Barfod out of hundreds 
of instances of parasitism, and the proportion is probably nearer five 
tha t 80 per cent. Proper names are treated in the most cavalier way. 
Walter becomes Walker ; Barfod, Barford; Aplin, Alpin ; Meyrick, 
Merrick; Voigt, Voight, etc. 

We are told (p. 78) tha t Crows are attacked by some of the larger 
Owls, but as these are nocturnal in their habits, " the Crows are pro
bably not aware of their existence." If Mr. Dewar had seen, as I have, 
an Eagle-Owl surrounded by a cloud of furious, shrieking Hooded 
Crows he would not be under any delusion as to the views of the Crows 
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on the subject of Eagle-Owls. It is surprising to find a general rule 
enunciated that the parental instinct is stronger in the female than 
the males, without any reference to the exceptions in the case of the 
Limicolae and other families. An instance in which a hen Golden 
Plover left incubation to her mate is ascribed to extraordinary individual 
timidity. 

The book is not convincing because the author's attitude is not 
judicial. AH evidence which tells in favour of his views from sources 
good, bad and indifferent is admitted, but the evidence on the opposite 
side is dismissed as incredible, without investigation. Mr. Dewar is 
of course much nearer the truth than the writers of the anthropo
morphic bird and mammal literature of the present day, but those 
who have studied and kept birds, more especially the higher Passeres 
and especially the Corvidae, know that they are capable of real affection, 
and show powers of intelligence far beyond what he is prepared to allow 
them. F. C. R. JOORDAIN. 
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