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EARLY IN 1907 H. F . Witherby approached many friends and 
fellow-ornithologists to support a monthly magazine devoted 
entirely to the study of British birds, which had long been in his 
mind. A note in his handwriting records how, at the British 
Ornithologists' Club that January, the Hon. Walter Rothschild 
agreed " tha t there was imperative need for such a magazine" 
and offered financial support. Further MS. notes show that before 
the title under which every issue has appeared was found, others 
were considered and discarded, such as "The Magazine of British 
Ornithology", or "The British Ornithologists' Magazine". 

The earliest note of the objects i s : " T o be devoted to the study 
of birds on the British list and mainly to the study of them in 
the British Islands, but notes and articles on observations abroad 
of birds rare in Britain would be allowable". Great stress was 
placed on the co-operation of good observers all over the country 
as "local advisers", and one of the first steps was to circularize 
a picked group who were asked to help " in cases where a confirma
tion of a record or observation was considered advisable" and to 
ensure good reliable notes from a wide field, and also to help 
from time to time with systematic investigations. 

In writing on 17th February to A. H. Evans, Witherby 
explained that the chief points were: — 

"(1) To form as complete a record as possible of what has been 
done during the month by means of original contributions and by 
abstracts, and references to what has been published elsewhere, 
whether in other journals or in proceedings of Nat . Hist. Socs. 
(in short to keep Yarrell up to date month by month). 

"(2) By this means and by means of a number of local advisers 
well spread over the country to make enquiries into many 
questions which cannot be solved except by wide contemporaneous 
investigations under some sort of control. 

"These two are my main ideas, but there are other points in 
the scheme which should appeal to all interested in British birds 
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. . . . so much is known of British birds that the day seems to be 
passing for isolated notes here and there which can never clear 
up the many problems (systematic and biological) which can only 
be solved by systematic investigation". 

Looking back with the advantage of half-a-century's harvest 
of experience it is astonishing how firm a grasp of essentials 
Witherby showed in these concise preliminary thoughts. The 
mention of Yarrell alone reminds us that he was writing in the 
infancy of modern ornithology, yet he had already understood the 
need for blending systematic and biological studies with the most 
extensive amateur co-operation, no longer haphazard but focused 
on selected problems and backed by central organization, and by 
discriminating methods of raising standards of skill and accuracy. 
Here, perhaps for the first time, appears the germ of the great 
recent growth of scientific field-ornithology. Yet Witherby 
equally recognized the need for replacing the intermittent and 
uneven individual standard works by a co-operatively conducted 
and currently consolidated authoritative record. The first paper 
in the first issue was an outline from Howard Saunders of 
"Additions to the List of British Birds since 1899", bringing up 
to date the Second Edition of his famous Illustrated Manual of 
British Birds, and this was immediately followed by the 
comprehensive series of papers by H. F . Witherby and 
N. F . Ticehurst " O n the More Important Additions to our 
Knowledge of British Birds since 1899". 

While this first of the two "chief points" foreshadowed The 
Handlist, The Practical Handbook and eventually The Handbook, 
gradually building up an authoritative and comprehensive account of 
the systematics, plumages, identification and movements of British 
birds, the second point led through a number of separately-
organized investigations of distribution and habits to the eventual 
birth of the British Trust for Ornithology, whose Regional 
Representatives broadly fulfil, with the Editors of Local Reports, 
the r61e which Witherby envisaged for the "local advisers". 

But this was far from being the full extent of Witherby's 
prevision. He noted with similar directness: 

"Photography—Aim at gett ing people to take photographs not 
merely for the sake of a portrait but for the sake of 
demonstrating some point, i.e. scientific photography of b i rds" . 

In the first Editorial this was amplified by pointing out, for 
example, that " a photograph of the environment of a nest is . . . 
often of more value than one of the nest itself, and similarly, 
photographs of birds in attitudes such as flying, feeding, courting, 
hiding, nest-building or otherwise engaged, are of more value than 
pictures of birds in repose". The fact that the apparatus for 
doing some of these things satisfactorily was not yet invented at 
that time was quite rightly brushed aside as a difficulty to be 
overcome by resolution. 
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Under "Reviews of books" appear the salutary words : "Always 
state without fear or favour whether the book can be recommended 
and for what purpose" . 

An "Information column" was contemplated "where questions 
could be answered and advice given to beginners". 

If the editorial conceptions were strikingly in tune with the 
outlook of half-a-century later, the first calculations of cost soon 
remind us that we are back in a vanished world. It may now be 
revealed that the original estimates contemplated a monthly sale 
of 200 or 300 copies at 6d. or gd. each with 32 pages and 1 plate 
to be produced at a cost of £14 for printing and paper, involving 
a monthly deficit of ^ 6 - ^ 1 1 . It was boldly suggested that after 
a time the circulation should go to 400 or 500. However, after 
fuller consideration the price was fixed at One Shilling and 
Witherby s ta ted: " . . . it is my intention to devote any profit 
made by the Magazine to extending its usefulness by the addition 
of pages, or plates, or by whatever means are considered most 
expedient". 

On 1st June 1907 the first issue appeared, edited by 
H. F . Witherby, assisted by W . P . Pycraft. The Editorial began 
by thanking those "who have so generously promised their 
support both in contributions to our pages and to our funds" 
and stated that already over a hundred ornithologists in various 
parts of the country had promised to help in organized inquiries 
" in to such questions as the extension or diminution of the breed
ing range of certain species, the exact status and distribution of 
some birds, the effects of protection in certain areas and on 
different species, the nature of the food of particular birds, and 
many kindred subjects". It went on : "Could observations on 
such points be conducted on a common basis and made 
contemporaneously in different parts of the country, results of 
great interest and of very considerable scientific importance would 
be achieved". 

Howard Saunders, in his opening paper, described some 20 
species added to the British List during the past eight years, and 
the following paper on the " H o m e Life of the Osprey" was by 
P . H. Bahr (now Sir Philip Manson-Bahr). Other contributors 
were Dr. P . L. Sclater and F . C. Selous, while a note contributed 
by W . Eagle Clarke gave the first records of Arctic Terns (Sterna 
macrura) wintering in the Antarctic, and ranging from 82°N. to 
74°S. 

Within a week of publication, Professor Alfred Newton's death 
at Cambridge broke perhaps the greatest link with Victorian 
ornithology, and in the July issue Bowdler Sharpe, in an Obituary, 
discussed Newton's part in founding the British Ornithologists ' 
Union and recorded how plans for publishing The Ibis were first 
discussed in 1857, just a century ago. In the same issue the 
Hon. Walter Rothschild first brought to the notice of field-
ornithologists in Britain the differences between the Willow Tit 
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(Parus atricapillus) and the Marsh Tit (P. palustris). This July 
issue was also remarkable for a note by Victor Wilson who wrote 
" I f ornithologists all around England would but trap birds and 
mark them, by a metal ring or otherwise, and advertise their 
having done so in this Magazine, how much we should be able to 
learn of their movements which we do not at present know". 
To this the Editors added: " T h e plan of marking birds by an 
aluminium ring round the leg has often been tried, but never in 
a really systematic fashion. It would certainly teach us a great 
deal that cannot conceivably be learnt in any other way. To place 
rings on the legs of young birds just before they fledge would not 
be a great difficulty. W e should like other readers ' opinions on 
this ma t te r " . Thus was conceived the national scheme of bird-
marking which has ringed over one and a half million birds. 

A letter from a Dutch ornithologist in that July issue showed that 
British Birds was already being read in the Netherlands on the first 
day that its first issue appeared—a pleasing incident echoed in the 
messages of goodwill from our Dutch friends which we have 
the privilege of printing in this number (pages 230-231). 

In the October issue appears for the first time a subject which 
was to trouble ornithologists from that day to this, 
Dr. N. F . Ticehurst 's paper " O n the Yellow Wagtai ls and their 
Position in the British Avifauna". 

The principle of reviewing without fear or favour was upheld 
with zeal; for example, in the notice of T . H. Nelson's Birds of 
Yorkshire where praise was blended with outspoken criticism, 
ending with the reproach that the illustrations were printed upon 
heavily " loaded" paper "which, as is well known, crumbles away 
in a few years, and had the illustrations been of more scientific 
value this would have been a drawback". It is fair to add that in 
1957 the illustrations in the editorial copy still show no signs of 
disintegrating, despite this stricture. 

In October, British Birds lost its first contributor, 
Howard Saunders, with whom an era ended. This was marked by 
the appearance, in the same issue as his Obituary, of a paper by 
Ernst Harter t describing under trinomials no less than twenty-
one species represented here by forms peculiar to Britain, including 
unfortunately an ill-considered English Crossbill (Loxia 
curvirostra anglica), but demoting the Red Grouse to subspecific 
rank as Lagopus lagopus scoticus. Hartert expressed here strong 
views on the need for stability in nomenclature which he claimed 
" is of greater importance than grammatical exactness" and 
repudiated the doctrine of correcting supposed false concords, 
asking, "Can one say that . . . names like . . . loreto-yacuensis, 
jala, fanny, and so on, or the many awful names of P. L. S. Miiller 
. . . are Latin? . . . we must not alter them, and -have to adopt 
them, even if they shock our classical nerves, and they must 
remain as mementoes of the recklessness or stupidity of their 
creators" . 
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In the same issue appeared a plea that " the whole subject of 
economic ornithology should be undertaken by a specially qualified 
staff, under the Board of Agriculture, as has long ago been done 
in America", but this was not to begin for another four decades 
here. In January 1908 the first British Birds investigation was 
launched, by C. B. Ticehurst, t o trace the facts about Woodpigeon 
(Columba palumbus) Diptheria. Another name which appeared in 
this first volume was that of F , C. R. Jourdain and it is s trange 
to find a review over his initials complaining " I n these days when 
we are overwhelmed with popular compilations of the tritest nature 
on British birds . . . " . W h a t would he have written 40-50 years 
on? In January two well-known observers described and 
illustrated the breeding of the Hen Harrier (Circus cyaneus) in 
Surrey: the discovery soon afterwards that these birds were 
really Montagu's (C. pygargus) was a never forgotten lesson in 
the pitfalls of editing. 

In February appeared a note that "Miss L. J. Rintoul and 
Miss E. V. Baxter, two very keen and competent ornithologists 
. . . have spent a month . . . in birdwatching on an island" (the 
Isle of May), while Fair Isle is described as "becoming a second 
Heligoland under Mr. Eagle Clarke's able 'management ' " . 
Another aspect of ornithology which has unfortunately become 
neglected recently was opened by Dr. N . F . Ticehurst's interesting 
analysis of bird remains, including a Great Auk (Alca impennis) 
bone from a thousand-year old fortified dwelling in Orkney—the 
first of a rich series ,of studies in British ornithological history. 
Witherby and Ticehurst brought history up-to-date in April 
with a review of the spread, then beginning in earnest, of the Little 
Owl (Athene noctua). 

In March appeared an appeal for the Watchers ' Fund of the 
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, which deplored the 
"damage caused to our rarer breeding birds . . . by, or on behalf 
of, those who are professedly lovers of our favourite science" and 
that consequently "Ornithologists must . . . provide and pay for 
'watchers ' to defeat these destructive ignoramuses". Despite 
this realism the somewhat rash and still unfulfilled prophecy was 
ventured that " there can be no doubt that we shall soon have the 
great satisfaction of regaining this handsome and interesting b i rd" 
(the Spoonbill, Platcdea leucorodia) " a s a regular breeding 
species". The last number in the first volume contained "Some 
Observations on the Song-periods of Birds" by C. J. and H. G. 
Alexander, and the last note in the volume records a Leach's 
Petrel (Oceanodroma leucorrhoa) found in Aberdeenshire by 
A. Landsborough Thomson. 

In May 1908, with the first volume ready for binding, the 
Editors declared support to have justified their conviction that a 
magazine entirely devoted to the study of British birds was 
required, and added "we are ambitious, not only that contributors 
shall grow in numbers, but that their contributions shall be of 
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even greater value, for the study of British birds is fraught with 
possibilities as yet unsuspected. W e desire to supply a need, and 
to make that need so real, that it will gain in intensity as the 
years roll o n " . 

Having been so well launched on its ambitious course, British 
Birds had, as it proved, another six years to consolidate itself 
before the outbreak of the First World W a r in 1914. In the 
second volume the great task of reviewing "Additions to our 
Knowledge of British Birds since 1899" was completed, and 
scholarly bibliographical accounts were given of a dozen "Ear ly 
British Ornithologists and their W o r k s " by W . H. Mullens in 
a series of nine papers. New ground was broken by C. B. Ticehurst 
and Miss A. Jackson on the "s tudy of nestling birds, hitherto so 
strangely neglected", while C. J. and H. G. Alexander pioneered 
bird-census work in Britain with their paper " O n a Plan for 
Mapping Migratory Birds in their Nesting Areas" . In referring 
to "their novel method of mapping out the haunts of selected 
species" the Editors rightly said that it would "serve as an 
invaluable model for further work" , most of which was, however, 
to follow only after an interval of nearly twenty years. 

Another paper which consciously represented an attempt to 
penetrate a new field was F . B. Kirkman's "Variat ion in the 
Nests of the Arctic and Common Terns" , following up 
W . P . Pycraft 's paper on evolution of nests, in the previous 
volume. " I t should not be difficult", wrote Kirkman. "ei ther by 
marking birds or watching their behaviour in captivity to find out 
whether they tend to continue the use of nesting material once 
adopted . . . . Facts it is that are wanted, and so far as nests are 
concerned it should not be difficult to collect a large number. Those 
who are prepared to co-operate in this work will at least have the 
satisfaction of feeling that their time is being put to good use. 
The question of variation, specific or individual, structural or 
functional, occupies to-day a place in the foremost rank of 
scientific problems because it takes us to the roots of the evolution 
theory. It has no mere academic importance. Human progress 
depends upon human control of natural forces. There can be no 
control of these forces except by understanding the laws that 
govern their operation. And these laws can be reached only 
through a persevering accumulation of seemingly trivial fac t s" . 

B. F . Cummings (W. N. P . Barbellion) contributed an early 
account with a map of Starling (Sturnus vulgaris) roosts and 
fly lines, while among the illustrations were a well chosen series 
of typical feathers from ducks ' nests. Yet the Editors were 
simultaneously busy in preparing the "British Birds Marking 
Scheme" which was launched in January 1909 and reached by 
November a total of nearly 2,200 ringed birds, of which the first 
showing movement was a Ravenglass Sandwich Tern (Sterna 
sandvicensis) recovered over 30 miles north of its breeding-place 
after seven weeks. 
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It will be clear from these quotations and examples that 
Witherby and his colleagues were not guided merely by luck in 
finding so quickly so many of what were to prove the main grow
ing-points of British ornithology over the ensuing half-century. 
They understood that their task was not just to provide a 
receptacle for such contributions as happened to arrive, but to 
study the long-term needs of ornithology, and to inspire a gifted 
team of contributors to explore the most important problems and 
to bring out their hidden significance. They also recognized 
the latent potentialities of the many who wanted to watch birds 
creatively, but did not know how to go about it. One striking 
example of this striving was a six-page paper, called "The Bird-
Watcher ' s Guide", by F . B. Kirkman, published in June 1910, 
listing a large number of questions deserving study, including 
some suggested experiments. 

The broadening of scope was assisted by the addition to the 
editorial ranks in June 1909 of F . C. R. Jourdain and of 
N. F . Ticehurst, who has now been an editor for 48 years. 

The seed so well chosen and so lavishly sown grew in so many 
different ways that to follow them would lead us into nothing 
short of a history of modern British ornithology. W e must 
content ourselves here with having given something of the flavour 
as well as the purposes and personalities of the creative opening 
years. In 1914 papers in June on "The Study of Bird No te s " 
(from Germany) and in August on Avocets (Recurvirostra 
avosetta) in Holland and on "Ringing Birds in Hungary" were 
opening out European horizons when the First World W a r broke. 
S. E. Brock's path-finding paper on "Ecological Relations of 
Bird Distribution" in July, followed up by H. G. Alexander six 
months later, marked the end of peaceful progress. 

The spate of Obituaries and an inevitable falling off in quality 
reflected the impoverishment of vigour from the disastrous losses 
of 1914-18, which have not been fully made good even yet. In 
January 1917 The Zoologist ended an honourable career of 113 
years and was incorporated in British Birds. The Editors 
regretted the impossibility of covering The Zoologist's other 
natural history interests, which have undoubtedly been the poorer 
for its loss. They proposed, however, to admit a limited number 
of articles and notes on birds of Europe and North-West Africa 
as a slight enlargement of scope. In December 1917 
Lieutenant H. F . Witherby, R.N.V.R. , had temporarily to 
relinquish the Editorship to F . C. R. Jourdain, owing to war 
service abroad. While vol. ii had reached 444 pages, vol. xi 
fell short of 300 and even ten years later the pre-war size had not 
been fully regained, although the "British Birds Census of 
Heronries" required two 64-page issues for E. M. Nicholson's 
Report in April-May 1929. 

It was only in vol. xxix that the 400-page level was attained 
again, in 1935-36, when the preparation of the monumental 
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Handbook was already absorbing much of the Editorial effort. 
I ts successful completion proved indeed to be the greatest and 
final new contribution of the original team, which suffered the loss 
in February 1940 of F . C. R. Jourdain. He was replaced by 
B. W . Tucker. Already in vol. xxxiv, for 1940-41, British 
Birds was reduced to 274 pages, but worse was to come. Vol. 
xxxvii, in 1943-44, fell to 248 pages, the lowest ever, and 
fourteen of these were devoted to the bitter news of 
Harry Witherby 's death in December 1943 and to the chronicle of 
his achievements. 

Owing to the war, his contribution was never fully assessed, 
and perhaps it never can be, for it was not only immense but 
pervasive and incalculable. I t can only be noted here that 
Witherby was much more than the Editor of British Birds; 
he was also one of the most prolific contributors, the leading 
consultant on many specialist aspects covered by his equally 
impressive collection, library, memory and first-hand experience, 
and he was his own printer and publisher. No other man could 
ever replace him either in span of ornithological experience or in 
span of control over everything connected with the preparation, 
production and distribution of British Birds. All kinds of 
problems, down to the elementary one of gett ing each issue out 
on time, could never again be settled as readily and decisively by 
one mind. 

B. W . Tucker took over the Editorship for which he had been 
intended, and was joined by A. W . Boyd in March 1944. In 1946 
the volume period was changed to coincide in future with a 
calendar year, and the panel of honorary consultants, originated 
in June 1944 with the co-operation of H. G. Alexander, 
W . B. Alexander, Miss E. V. Baxter, the Hon. G. L. Charteris, 
R. Chislett, Sir Hugh Gladstone, G. R. Humphreys, 
G. C. S. Ingram, N. B. Kinnear, Lt.-Col. R. F . Meiklejohn, 
Miss L. J. Rintoul, B. B. Riviere, Lt.-Col. B. H. Ryves, 
H . N . Southern and Dr. (now Sir) A. Landsborough Thomson, 
was increased by the addition of D. Lack, E. M. Nicholson and 
Major W . M. Congreve. Wi th this volume began the series 
of "S tud ies , of Some Species Rarely Photographed" , 
H. N . Southern's Rough-legged Buzzards (Buteo lagopus) being 
the first. Among other features of Tucker 's brief editorship was 
the much increased attention given to Local Bird Reports, which 
he had done so much to initiate, and to the Notes which streamed 
in on a greatly increased scale from many old and new observers. 

With the Special Supplement on "Birds of the North Atlantic" 
vol. xli, for 1948, beat all previous records, reaching 450 pages 
with 70 Plates—an astonishing performance for an already 
mortally-ill Editor, working part-time with no full-time staff, in 
difficult post-war conditions. In January 1949 increased work and 
correspondence rendered essential the finding of a trustworthy 
lieutenant, and the choice fell on J. D . Wood, who, although him-
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self a busy schoolmaster, took over most of the routine editorial 
work and correspondence. In this year also, the use of the tri
nomials and of English names for subspecies not identifiable in 
the field was discontinued, the change being explained in Tucker 's 
important paper on "Species and Subspecies: A Review for 
General Ornithologists". I t seemed that the great setbacks 
inflicted by the W a r and by the loss of Witherby and Jourdain 
were in sight of being overcome, when the fatal nature of Tucker 's 
recurrent illness became unmistakeable and he died, still in 
harness, in December 1950, aged only 49. 

Even the cautious and far-seeing Harry Witherby had never 
contemplated so calamitous a double blow to the Editorship within 
a single decade. As has been seen above, British Birds was no 
ordinary scientific journal, sifting such contributions as might 
offer in its own field, nor was it an ornithological society with a 
roll of officers and committee members to fall back upon, nor on 
the other hand was it a commercial project governed primarily by 
business considerations. It was, and still is, conceived and 
directed as a Trust on behalf of British Ornithology, with a 
peculiar responsibility for raising standards, for encouraging the 
advancement of knowledge about British birds in all its many 
aspects and for maintaining the continuity of editorial experience 
and tradition, not merely for the magazine but for the series of 
standard works represented by The Practical Handbook and The 
Handbook. The emergency demanded that the few survivors who 
had worked with Harry Witherby enough to absorb his objectives 
and methods, and had also been close to Bernard Tucker in his 
post-war labours, should rally round not only to avoid an 
immediate interruption, but to work out ways of ensuring that so 
far as humanly possible such a grave threat to continuity and 
standards should not be able to occur again. 

The new editorial board broadened and formalized the team 
principle which had been implicit from the beginning, and 
produced an immediately improved spread in both age and range 
of experience, although nothing could compensate for a number 
of the personal qualities and scientific and other experience which 
had been lost. At the request of the publishers, E. M. Nicholson 
took over the responsibility as Senior Editor, and W . B. Alexander 
(then Librarian at the Edward Grey Institute) and P . A. D . Hollom 
(Editor of The Popular Handbook of British Birds, initiated by 
H. F . Witherby and B. W . Tucker) joined A. W . Boyd, 
N . F . Ticehurst and J. D . Wood on the Editorial Board. Despite 
their loss, they were able to produce vol. xliv with 440 pages 
and 1 coloured and 76 half-tone plates and to initiate, in co-opera
tion with Editors of Local Bird Reports, new and improved 
arrangements for verifying and publishing "S igh t Records of 
Rare Bird's", described in the issue for January 1952. 

Immediate efforts were also made to broaden the spread of sub
jects covered by contributions, which had suffered some narrowing 
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as a result of war and post-war conditions and the interruption 
of contacts. Unfortunately, a further interruption was suffered 
in 1952 when J. D . Wood was compelled to resign from the 
Board as he had accepted an overseas post ; he was replaced by 
I. J . Ferguson-Lees, who, in view of the ever mounting volume 
of work on production and correspondence became full-time 
Executive Editor from October 1954. 

In 1953 The Handbook order of arrangement of birds on the 
British List was abandoned in order to keep in line, so far as 
practicable, with the revised " W e t m o r e " or "Gadow-Peters" 
Order beginning with the divers (Gaviidae) instead of the 
Passerines, which had simultaneously been adopted by the British 
Ornithologists' Union. A number of changes in English names 
were adopted at the same time, some of which caused controversy. 
On this occasion also the great help which had long been freely 
given by G. K. Yeates in connection with the illustrations was 
recognized' by his joining the board as Photographic Editor. 

Older readers, and probably some of our more recent ones, may 
wonder why some of their notes, which would certainly have had 
their place in earlier volumes, can no longer be published in British 
Birds. Room for many of these will be found in the now numerous 
local bird reports, and it must be remembered that a general 
increase in knowledge, together with the growth in the amount of 
correspondence, has forced the Editors to be altogether more 
selective in the choice of short notes and in the recoveries of 
ringed birds that are published. This is not to imply that these 
short notes are not welcome. The Editors regard them, as did 
Witherby, as a most valuable part of British Birds and it is hoped 
shortly to devote more space to them again. 

In 1955 vol. xlviii ran to 591 pages, including the greatly 
improved and amplified Index (by Miss N . D. Giffard), which the 
growing problem of tracing references demanded. The subscrip
tion rate was now raised from 25s. to 30s., compared with 20s. in 
1907 for a volume with 186 fewer pages of text and about sixty 
fewer pages of plates. This expansion of the magazine did not 
unfortunately lead to sufficient rise in circulation to make possible 
the absorption of the steep addition to costs following the dispute 
in the printing industry which paralysed British Birds in common 
with many other periodicals in 1956. To the great regret of both 
Publishers and Editors the subscription rate had to be raised once 
more in January 1957. 

Deplorable as this necessity has been, it is imposed on us by the 
state of the national economy and in so far as the Publishers and 
Editors are concerned they are entitled to ask readers to bear in 
mind that the decline in the value of money more than accounts 
for the increased cost of British Birds now as compared with fifty 
years ago, during which the number of text-pages, plates and 
contributions provided for subscribers has greatly increased. This 
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has only been possible, of course, because there are more 
subscribers, and while we sympathize with the straits of those 
subscribers who have felt obliged to give up their subscriptions 
and to become borrowers, it is a plain fact that if all who regularly 
read British Birds would regularly buy it the rise in cost falling on 
those who do buy it could have been reduced and perhaps wholly 
avoided. 

If ornithology is to have first-class journals, those journals 
must be able to count upon adequate financial support. Bearing 
in mind the much higher outgoings inseparable from alternative 
outdoor recreations such as sailing, fishing, shooting, golf or 
photography, it seems not unreasonable to expect that many 
more of those non-subscribers who rely directly or indirectly on 
skilled ornithological services should pay their appropriate dues. 
In this connection it should be mentioned that British Birds, in 
common with other ornithological institutions has, in addition to 
its own heavy tasks, to deal with a steady stream of requests for 
free help, information and advice, representing an appreciable 
proportion of the editorial correspondence, now exceeding 5,000 
letters annually. If every non-paying enquirer would pause a 
moment to reflect on the cost of answering these requests, as we 
always strive to do, and would subscribe accordingly, readers and 
Editors alike would enjoy great improvements. 

Although the support of the faithful does not cover the full 
extent of the need for adequate resources, it is none the less deeply 
appreciated by those who have to carry on this exacting Trust 
from the past to the future. It is the steady confidence, the ever
growing co-operation and the understanding and tolerance of our 
readers which encourage us to meet the monthly task. Here 
we must particularly mention the most agreeable and' deeply 
appreciated messages which we print in this issue from our fellow 
Editors in many countries, to mark our fiftieth anniversary. In 
some the praise is such that we find it difficult to recognize our
selves, but we accept it in the spirit of an acknowledgement to our 
predecessors who established the British Birds tradition which we 
endeavour, as best we can, to maintain and to develop. 

Our editorial on this occasion is in form retrospective, but it 
outlines nevertheless some of the leading ideas which are in our 
minds for the future. The course we have set ourselves to follow 
is one of the most difficult, as it rejects either living in or renounc
ing the past. On the contrary it seeks constantly to use the still 
vital inheritance from the past as a guide and inspiration for 
exploring the future. The changes which we must make from 
time to time will be made in this spirit, never forgetting 
Harry Witherby's words: 

"there will always be more to learn, not only for us, but for 
those to come—for the half has not been told". 




