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Quest for Birds. The Problems and Pleasures of an English Bird
watcher. By W. K. Richmond. (Witherby). 7s. 6d. 

ORNITHOLOGY would be a dull subject if it were not constantly being 
enlivened by the impact of fresh minds and fresh points of view, and 
this original and stimulating book will give pleasure to seasoned as well 
as to new and inexperienced bird-watchers. Mr. Richmond's name is 
hardly familiar among ornithologists yet, but it evidently will be, if 
the promise of this first excursion is fulfilled. As a substantial pro
portion of his space is given to criticisms, express or implied, of mv own 
work I cannot at tempt to review this book in the orthodox manner, 
and propose, with the editor's approval, to put down my personal 
reactions to it. 

One of Mr. Richmond's most emphatic opinions is tha t the collection 
of scientific data about birds, and census-taking in particular, have no 
more value or justification in themselves than simply watching birds 
for the aesthetic pleasure which it gives. As a notorious census addict 
let me say that I entirely agree, and that I am very far from holding 
the view which the author appears to impute to me of neatly-tabulated 
data as the main or even the only objective of field observation. Of 
such data I have already written in the final passage of my Art of 
Bird Watching:— 

" . . . these, of course, represent simply the dried husks with which 
the bird-watcher has no more to do. For those who practise it 
bird-watching is not only a sport and a science, but also something 
near a religion, and after all its externals have been inventoried 
the essence stays incommunicable ". 

I would go further and say that valuable as census work has been 
and will be there is now a real danger of its being overdone to the 
detriment not only of other particular aspects of observation, but of 
what is even more important, a healthy balance and variety of observa
tion as a whole. Although Mr. Richmond seems to have marked me 
down for the part of the narrow-minded scientific observer who cannot 
admit the value of other points of view, I would like to associate myself 
with his plea, which is the keynote of this many-sided book, for the 
utmost variety of points of view as the only way to a vigorous and 
healthy ornithology. 

Mr. Richmond also gives a chapter to somewhat detailed criticism of 
the " Balance of Birds ", which appeared in my Birds in England, 
a book published almost nine years ago, and long since remaindered. 
At tha t time knowledge of bird population was so much less advanced 
that the background and standpoint from which this study was made 
are now obsolete. I t would be easy in the light of subsequent 
knowledge to correct the picture ; we are now able to replace a number 
of guesses by facts. While in some instances I believe Mr. Richmond's 
arguments regarding individual species to be justified, his general argu
ment that the bird population of England " is a mere remnant " of what 
it used to be in the Middle Ages could hardly be sustained in the light 
of recent work on bird population, which the author almost entirely 
ignores. Much of Mr. Richmond's criticism is due to a failure to 
appreciate the sense in which the term " balance " was employed, 
although it was made clear at the outset {Birds in England, p. 26) 
tha t the definition used was of a balance-sheet or profit and loss account, 
and not of a precise equilibrium. 

In view of Mr. Richmond's preface it is, perhaps, unfair to him to 
criticize in detail his chapter on territory, nor does space permit. While 
there is an element of t ruth in his attack on generalizations he does 
not carry the subject much further by himself delivering a series of 
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generalizations far more sweeping and indefensible than those which he 
rejects. I suspect that he makes no distinction between a theory and a 
dogma. There is nothing wrong with theories as such ; the trouble 
starts when we elevate them to the status of dogma. In fact, no one 
can write about birds without a theory, conscious or unconscious, 
as the theory-hating Mr. Richmond proves on every page—a particu
larly eood example is his chanter on nesting-birds, when he directlv 
follows up a violent attack on the territory theory by an account of 
breeding activities which is coloured through and through by the 
theory he has just been denouncing. 

Given a rather more restrained style and a better appreciation of his 
own gifts and shortcomings, which are both considerable, Mr. Richmond 
will write some first-rate books. Already what he writes is alive and 
moving and he knows how to describe vividly the things he sees :— 

" . . . Corn-Buntings fly clumsily with legs dropped : Redshanks 
hover in the air and glide to the earth with outstretched wings as 
they trill : Black-tailed Godwits come shooting earthwards, 
slipping and turning from side to side ", 

There are plenty of passages in this book which show that , whatever 
powers Mr. Richmond may develop later on, it is as a descriptive 
writer tha t he has the greatest natural talent. This is fortunate, 
because the ranks of bird-watchers who can describe what they see 
really well are thin, and because here is obviously a man who is on the 
way to creating a direct individual vision of bird life which we must 
look forward to sharing with him.—E. M. NICHOLSON. 
Scolt Head Island. Edited by J. A. STEERS, M.A. (Cambs.—Heffer). 

Illustrated. 15s. net. 
T H I S book is made up of a number of papers by specialists. Dr. S. H. 
Long tells us how the island was secured for the National Trust and 
sets out the regulations ; the editor gives a short history of the name 
and describes how the island was formed and the changes that have 
taken place. Then follow papers on the botany, petrology, ecology, 
marine invertebrates, non-marine mollusca, a short list of half a dozen 
mammals and a chapter by Miss E. L. Turner on the breeding birds 
with a few notes on migrants. As is well known, Miss Turner acted as 
watcher on the island during the summers of 1924 and 1925, by no 
means an easy or a comfortable task. The breeding birds are few in 
species. Common Terns, though fluctuating, are the most numerous, 
and have greatly increased. The Sandwich Tern, which first nested 
in 1923, varies greatly in numbers, there being in some years over 600 
pairs and in others not more than a score, and it is always uncertain 
if they will occupy this island or resort to Blakeney Point or Cley for 
breeding. The Little Tern has a number of small colonies and is 
increasing. A pair of Roseate Terns breed intermittently and in 1930 
there were two pairs. Ringed Plovers are common and the Oyster-
Catcher has increased from seven breeding pairs to thirty-eight. There 
are a few Lapwings, a good many Redshanks, many Sheld-Ducks, 
an occasional pair of Short-eared Owls, and some Black-headed Gulls. 
In one nest of the last Miss Turner found the remains of nine nestling 
Common Terns on one morning. This raises the problem as to whether 
one species shall be protected against another in such a " sanctuary " 
or whether a Common Tern is to be regarded as of more interest or 
value than a Black-headed Gull ! Of nesting Passeres there are only 
Meadow-Pipit, Sky-Lark, Linnet, Pied Wagtail, Wheatear, occasionally 
Yellow Wagtail and, since the erection of huts, four pairs of Swallows. 
Miss Turner gives interesting details of the breeding birds (especially 
the Terns), but only a short general account of the migrants, which 
is rather disappointing. 
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There are several excellent photographic plates of birds and the whole 
book is full of interesting plates and charts, many of them folded in 
and so bulky and insecure, and so awkward to consult, tha t one wishes 
a quarto size had been adopted for the book, which would have largely 
overcome the difficulty. 
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