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LETTERS. 
TERRITORY IN BIRD LIFE. 

To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

SIRS,—At the end of their interesting paper on ' ' Territory Reviewed'' 
(antea, p . 197), Messrs. Lack quote a reference to territory in bird life 
made by Gilbert White in one of his letters to Barrington. There is 
another old reference to this subject in An History of the Earth and 
Animated Nature {1774), b v Oliver Goldsmith, the poet. He says : 
" The fact is, all these small birds mark out a territory to themselves, 
which they will permit none of their own species to remain in ; thev 
guard their dominions with the most watchful resentment : and we 
seldom find two male tenants in the same hedge together " (Vol. V., 
p. 301). I t would be interesting to know from what source Goldsmith 
obtained this information. I t is highly improbable that it was derived 
from his own observations, for he knew so little of Natural History that 
his friend Johnson, hearing that he was writing a book on the subject, 
said—" If he can distinguish a cow from a horse, that , I believe, 
may be the extent of his knowledge of natural history ". Goldsmith 
surmounted this obstacle by taking nearly all his matter from Button's 
Histoire Naturelle. I have, however, searched through this great work 
in vain for any passage corresponding to that in Goldsmith's book. 
On the other hand, there does not appear to be any evidence that 
Barrington communicated to Goldsmith the contents of White's 
letter, which was dated February 8th, 1772, but was not published 
till 1789. A. HOLTE MACPHERSON. 

" TERRITORY R E V I E W E D . " 
To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

SIRS,—We have read with interest the letters on this subject which 
appear in your January number and are pleased to find tha t so far our 
views have met with little serious criticism. We would ask your 

indulgence to reply briefly to one letter, tha t of Mr. C. B. Moffat, 
drawing attention to his paper in the Irish Naturalist for 1903. This 
important communication should be read by all ornithologists. Moffat 
anticipated Eliot Howard's theory, and actually used the word " terri 
tory". I t is amazing that this paper should have attracted so little 
attention at the time and that it has apparently been overlooked bv 
Howard himself and by all subsequent writers on territory. In 
excuse of our own ignorance of its existence we can only plead that 
territory seemed so firmly linked with Howard's name that we did not 
consider searching the literature prior to the latter's first publication on 
the subject. 

Moffat must be given the credit for being the pioneer of the territory 
theory, although he did not support it with the wealth of field observa
tions subsequently adduced by Howard. His claims for territory are 
more limited than those of Howard, and in his letter he disclaims that 
it has any food value, which was the part of Howard's theory which we 
mainly combated. Moffat's most interesting claim is that inability 
to secure a territory condemns large numbers of adult birds in full 
breeding condition to unreproductiveness. The data which he gives 
are most stimulating, but we think far more detailed evidence must be 
produced before this view can be considered at all proved. Does 
this large reservoir of non-breeding adults exist, and if so where are 
they to be found ? If, in a territoiial species like the Chaffinch, 
all the land is parcelled out, do the non-breeding birds live in the 
territory of other pairs, and if not where can they go ? Here is a most 
profitable field for future observation. DAVID LACK. 

LAMBERT LACK. 



VOL. XXVII.] LETTERS. 267 

WINTER TERRITORY OF ROBINS. 

To the Editors of BRITISH B I R D S . 

SIRS,—For the last four years I have been trapping and ringing birds 
for four weeks in December and January at seven different sites in a 
large garden. The sites are approximately in a straight line, with from 
40 to 60 yards between each, the total distance from site " A " to 
site " G " being rather more than 300 yards. During this period I 
have marked 60 Robins (Erithacus rubecula) and 34 of these have been 
recovered once or more, the total number of recoveries of the species 
being about 120. 

The average number of different Robins caught at each site is 
four or five. The largest number for any one site is eleven, and the 
smallest two ; and I have frequently found four Robins in the trap at 
once. I have sometimes seen two Robins hopping round the trap 
together without making any serious effort to drive each other away. 

So far my data seem to confirm the opinion of Dr. and Mr. Lack 
that there is no strict territorial system, at any rate in winter. But 
on the other hand the records of individual Robins seem to show that 
they are much more strictly " local " than other species, even though 
they do not drive other birds off their own " territory". Of the birds 
recovered the same winter as they were marked, thirteen were only 
caught at the site at which they were ringed ; twelve were caught only 
at two consecutive sites, and five were recovered at three consecutive 
sites. One bird was recovered at sites " D ," " E " and " G ," and 
another at " B," " C," " D " and " E " (i.e., both over a total distance 
of 150 yards), but the second bird had been moved a quarter of a mile 
for a homing experiment. These facts do seem to show that Robins are 
very much more limited in their movements than, for instance, Blue 
Tits (Parus c. obscurus), which are frequently recovered at sites " A " 

and " G " on the same day. Of the nine Robins which have been re
covered from previous years, five were caught only a t the site a t which 
they were ringed, and the other four a t one adjoining it. 

Mr. Price's suggestion that Robins are drawn into gardens from the 
surrounding country in winter seems to me very probable, and is 
confirmed by the fact tha t one of my winter-ringed birds was reported 
nesting the following spring in an isolated garden surrounded by woods 
about three-quarters of a mile away. J. A. G. BARNES. 
ARNSIDE, WESTMORLAND. 

NATURAL DEATHS IN BIRDS. 

To the Editors of BRITISH B I R D S . 

SIRS,—During the recent cold weather a friend brought me the body 
of a Kingfisher (Alcedo a. ispida) which she had found floating on the 
stream which runs through her garden. At her request I performed a 
post-mortem on the bird, which had not long been dead. 

I ts condition was quite good although the stomach was empty, 
and it did not appear to have been drowned or even to have been long 
in the water. There was no sign of a wound or of a contusion on 
the head or elsewhere. But the intestine bore every sign of acute 
inflammation ; its vessels and those round the pyloric region of the 
stomach were greatly congested, and its lumen contained a quantity 
of what appeared to be extravasated blood. There seemed to be no 
obstruction to account for this condition, and the usual parasites that 
were present (a few Nematodes) were confined to the liver. In view 
of our almost complete ignorance of the causes, other than accidents, 
of the death of wild birds, possibly this case is worth putting on record. 

MAUD D. BRINDLEY. 
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*' SWALLOW-STONES." 
To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

SIRS,—The last paragraph of Mr. J. F . Thomas's note on " Species 
of Flies brought by Swallows to Nestlings " (antea, p . 232) reminds me 
of the superstition that the Swallow has the power of finding a stone 
endued with wondrous properties : such as the restoration of sight 
to the blind. This superstition forms the subject of investigation by 
the Rev. Charles Swainson (Provincial Names and Folk Lore of British 
Birds, 1885, pp. 51-2), and is too lengthy to quote here in full. 

He states tha t Beurard {in his German-French Dictionary of Mining 
Terms, Paris, 1819) describes these " swallow-stones " as " sortes 
de petites pierres siliceuses, de forme spherique ou arrondie, . . . . 
qui ne sont autre chose que des grains de quartz pyromaque ou de 
quartz agate roules par les eaux, ce qui leur a fait prendre la forme 
ovoide " . 

I t is to be noted, however, t ha t Dr. Lebour handled " swallow-
stones " in Brittany—similar to those mentioned by Mr. Thomas— 
and that he " found them to be the hard polished calcareous opercula 
of some species of Turbo belonging to no European Turbo ". 
He adds : " The presence of these opercula in swallows' nests is very 
curious, and leads one to suppose tha t they must have been brought 
there from some distant shore in the swallow's stomach " . (Zoologist, 
1866, p. 523). 

Would it not be of interest to obtain a scientific report on the nature 
of the " swallow-stones" reported by Mr. Thomas ? 

H U G H S. GLADSTONE. 
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