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REVIEWS. 

Studies in the Life History of the Song Sparrow. Vol. I. A Population 
Study of the Song Sparrow. By Margaret M. Nice. Transactions of 
the Linnean Society of New York, IV : April 1937. 247PP- 3 plates, 
18 charts, 33 tables. (American Museum of Natural History, New 
York City). Obtainable from H. F . & G. Witherby, Ltd., at 6s. 

As this modestly presented paper includes a t least as much original and 
significant observation of the essential facts of bird behaviour as almost 
any dozen ordinary bird books it is by no means easy to review. 
Ornithologists have known for some time tha t Mrs. Nice was engaged 
in an extraordinarily thorough study of a small bird community, but 
only with the issue of this complete summary of one aspect of her 
work does its full magnitude and importance become evident. Although. 
she writes of a few hundred individuals of a species (Melospiza melodia) 
unknown to most European ornithologists, located upon some 40 acres 
of waste land just outside the city of Columbus, Ohio, she deals with 
problems which concern any bird-watcher in any country, and she 
has taken great care to present her findings so tha t they are of interest 
and value to those who have never seen a Song Sparrow in their lives. 
In fact, her account is a fundamental and original study of how birds, 
live, worked out in the field in terms of one species, but checked and 
illuminated by frequent references to work on the same problems 
with many other species in many countries. 

In this volume, after summarizing the life history and environment 
of the Song Sparrow and the technique of the inquiry, she gives accounts 
of the weights and measurements of the species, its migrations, 
territorial habits, relations between the sexes, nests, laying, eggs, 
incubation and care of young, nesting success and failure, parasitism 
by Cowbirds, survival of the adults and young, longevity and popula
tion problems. These points are handled in such a way as to make our 
total knowledge of most British species appear a comparative blank. 
For example, we learn not only the weights and measurements by 
sexes, but also tha t weight increases during the day by as much as. 
4 or 5 per cent., tha t it is highest in January, falling to a minimum a t 
midsummer, and that females put on weight during incubation, bu t 
both sexes lose up to 9 per cent, while feeding the young. 

The Song Sparrow is, like several British species, a partial migrant, 
about half the breeding males, and from n to 33 per cent, of females, 
wintering on or near their territories while the rest go south, to be 
replaced by some winter residents, and by transients during March 
and October. Pedigrees based on identifying individuals of successive 
generations through ringing show tha t there is no distinct migratory 
strain. On the contrary, two migratory parents have had a resident 
son, and the same bird may migrate one winter and not the next, or 
vice versa. High temperatures in late February or early March will 
bring an early wave of spring immigrants, but high temperatures a t 
earlier dates have no effect in stimulating, nor low temperatures la ter 
in deterring, the impulse to migrate. 

Song Sparrows have territorial habits similar to our Reed-Bunting's, 
although Mrs. Nice has worked them out sufficiently to show many 
new points. She confirms tha t song is in this case the chief means of 
proclaiming territory. Winter male residents may range over areas 
of about 150 by 225 metres, but the breeding territory is only half 
to one and a half acres. In cold weather small loose flocks are formed, 
but these are of casual assembly and are not family parties. Song, 
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like migration, can within certain date limits be brought on earlier by 
high temperatures. A temperature of 54°F. will s tar t singing on 
January 7th, and the " threshold " falls by .7° a day, so that 400 is 
sufficient by the end of January. 

Some males keep the same territory year after year, others make 
slight changes. Well over a third of the females watched two years 
running also returned to the same territory. Young males settled in 
22 cases a t distances of 100-1,400 metres from their birthplace. The 
choice of mates by females, apart from their homing preference, seems 
t o be haphazard. Remating a second year was unusual, and there 
were four cases of bigamy. The nest is built by the female and she makes 
her first one as expertly as her last. I t does not appear that the colour, 
size and shape of eggs are inherited. A Song Sparrow probably eats 
from 10 to 15 per cent, of its weight each day, and feeds from 30 to 
50 times, taking 2J hours to empty completely its stomach and 
intestines after food, which is mainly weed seeds and insects. 

The average number of eggs per nest was 4.2. During the first two 
years 70 per cent, of eggs were hatched and 44 per cent, got as far as 
fledged young. In the next four years these figures dropped to 52 per 
cent, and 29 per cent., largely owing to wholesale disturbance and 
destruction of cover. Mrs. Nice shows by comparison with other 
North American and British work tha t about 62 per cent of eggs 
hatched and 43 per cent, fledged appear normal for open passerine 
nests in temperate conditions, while hole-nesting species are frequently 
about 50 per cent, more successful. 

Song Sparrows are heavily parasitized by Cowbirds (Mohthrus ater 
ater) and these did not decline as rapidly as Song Sparrows and the 
other suitable hosts after the clearance of cover, so tha t the proportion 
of female Cowbirds to pairs of possible hosts rose with disastrous 
results from about 1 : 15 to about 1 : 8 . The percentage of Song 
Sparrow nests parasitized actually rose from one-quarter to three-
quarters on this account. Mrs. Nice concludes with an important 
survey of population composition and survival, which cannot be 
summarized but brings out many interesting points, including the 
fact t ha t for adult birds the breeding season is the period of greatest 
mortality. 

These few examples must suffice to show to what an extent Mrs. 
Nice has supplied facts on points where there has hitherto been little 
beyond guesswork to go upon. Although a model of clarity and 
excellently summarized her account is inevitably rather full of 
statistics, but this bias will be offset by the second volume, on 
behaviour, which we eagerly await. Meanwhile we have here enough 
stimulating ideas and information to keep us busy for years in trying 
to follow up some of the points raised, and it is to be hoped tha t all 
ornithologists who take any interest in intensive research upon wild 
birds will lose no time in getting this admirable study. E.M.N. 

Der Brutparasitismus der Kuckucksvogel. By Wolfgang Makatsch. 
8vo. One coloured and 8 monochrome plates (Quelle & Meyer, 
Leipzig.) 

In this little work of 152 pages we have a careful summary of all 
the evidence up to 1937 on the breeding biology of the European 
Cuckoo (Cuculus c. canorus), with special reference to its German 
fosterers. There are also chapters on the development of " breeding " 
parasitism : resemblance of Cuckoos' eggs to those of fosterers and a 
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list of the literature bearing on the subject, which extends to twenty 
closely printed pages ! The life-history of the Cuckoo has proved 
extremely difficult to elucidate, but with the exception of the method 
of deposition, most of the problems have one by one been definitely 
solved. The author has studied most of the English contributions on 
these questions and reviews them impartially, but it is somewhat 
unfortunate that the book was written before the recently published 
observations on the laying of the egg directly into the nest in India 
were accessible, as the greater part of the older evidence was based 
on the assumption that insertion by means of the bill was the normal 
method, and it has now been proved that this is not the case. 

We notice that while Mr. Marples's note on a Cuckoo's egg in the nest 
of a Reeve {Br. Birds, Vol. XXV., p. 34) occurs in the list of literature, 
there is no mention of it among the casual fosterers of which a list is 
given on p. 95. Such accidental cases have little value and in many 
instances are not satisfactorily authenticated. It would be better to 
relegate all species in whose nests the Cuckoo's egg has only been found 
once or twice, to a separate list. The plates illustrating the growth of the 
young Cuckoo are excellent; the coloured plate of eggs is, however, 
less satisfactory. 
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