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Silent Spring. By Rachel Carson. Hamish Hamilton, London, 
1963. xx i i+304 pages . 25s. 
The theme of this book is that the last two decades have seen an ever 
increasing use of synthetic organic chemicals to control pest organisms, 
that these poisons have incidentally caused serious destruction among 
the more desirable forms of wildlife and that they may well be doing 
grave harm to Man himself. The evidence is drawn largely from the 
United States, but the implications extend to all parts of the world 
where these substances are used. The harm caused by chlorinated 
hydrocarbons to wildlife, particularly birds, is demonstrated beyond 
doubt. There is a depressing catalogue of incidents involving cata
strophic destruction and local extermination of birds characteristic of 
rural and urban districts. At least ninety species have been affected, 
including such favourites as American Robins and Cardinals. Total 
bird populations have been decimated in the worst hit areas. 

Some harrowing cases show that certain widely used pesticides can 
be immediately harmful and even deadly to both wild and human life, 
but the more general danger comes from their usually persistent and 
cumulative nature, leading to a more insidious, chronic poisoning. 
Experiments with birds have confirmed that doses insufficient to kill 
can cause serious physiological disturbance, including reduced viability 
of offspring and sterility, which must lead to population decline. 
Then there is the alarming discovery that the poisons enter various 
food chains and accumulate at each successive level, so that the final 
predators may be the organisms most affected, though they are remotest 
from the source of contamination. The application of 'low toxicity' 
D D T and D D D to inland and brackish waters has been disastrous 
locally to Western Grebes, Bald Eagles and Ospreys. 

The message of Silent Spring has equal import in Britain, despite the 
lesser use of toxic chemicals here. The flood of wild bird deaths 
caused by seed dressings from 1959 to 1961 drew widespread attention. 
Nor has concern diminished among those who note a persistent decline 
of some common species in certain agricultural districts. In assessing 
the effects of this exceptional winter on bird life, we may reflect upon 
the point that the utilisation of fat reserves under adverse conditions 
releases stored pesticide residues into the tissues. Most alarming of all 
is the effect on our birds of prey. In a few short years the chemical 
industry has done infinitely more harm to our Sparrowhawk, Kestrel 
and Peregrine populations than a whole century of game-keepers and 
egg-collectors, and these traditional foes of the protectionist fade into 
insignificance beside the new menace. At least ten species of raptor 
and owl are already known to have suffered ill-effects and, therefore, 
to be potentially threatened. With some species the situation seems 
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to be worsening despite voluntary restrictions on the use of the most 
harmful pesticides. As in the United States, we have to face the 
possibility that, if the use of pesticides continues as at present, our 
avifauna may suffer serious impoverishment over a large part of the 
land, and some of the most cherished species could even disappear. 
There are few types of habitat which are entirely free from contamina
tion, and few species, therefore, which are exempt from possible harm. 
Seasonal movements extend the risk to birds which spend much of 
their lives in pesticide free areas. 

Silent Spring has been criticised as presenting a one-sided case. But 
it is surely right for us to know this side, having heard only the other 
before. Rachel Carson has compiled with rare assiduity and presented 
with devastating effect an enormous weight of irrefutable evidence to 
show that the toxic chemicals of modern agriculture are really toxic, 
and that the damage they are causing must be weighed against their 
beneficial effects. Her design is clearly to arouse us from our ignor
ance, complacency or apathy about this latest menace to life on Earth. 
The apprehension of British manufacturers of agricultural chemicals 
at the revelations is reflected in their circulation of a counterblast 
before Silent Spring was even published in this country. 

This could be the test case to decide whether wildlife counts for 
anything at all in the modern view of 'progress'. And ornithologists 
have no cause for optimism about the judgement. That some portion 
of mankind has a vital interest in 'useless' forms of wildlife matters 
nothing to those with whom personal material profit is ever the driving 
force, however well hidden behind altruistic sentiments. Certainly, 
in a hungry world, maximum agricultural efficiency is essential, but, 
as Miss Carson advocates, it may be achieved by methods other than 
drenching the land and waterways in poison. In any case, this will 
always be a hungry world until it is more widely recognised that a 
population unhindered by other checks will continue to increase to 
the limits of its food resources, for these cannot be boosted indefinitely. 
As a whimsical thought, perhaps Man is unwittingly evolving his own 
effective though undramatic means of population control through 
chemicals. The issue is more likely to be decided on the human aspect, 
and the public, scared by mention of cancer-inducing properties of 
some pesticides and with the thalidomide debacle keenly in mind, 
will perhaps see that more than lip service is paid to the need for 
adequate research into the whole problem. 

This skilful and compelling presentation of a matter which affects 
us all should be read and pondered by naturalist and layman alike. 

D . A . R A T C L I F F E 
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Development of Behaviour in Precocial Birds. By Margaret 
Morse Nice . Linnaean Society of N e w York, 1962. x i i+211 
pages. $4.00. 
Mrs. Nice, as most readers will know, has had wide experience of 
studying birds, both in the wild and in captivity. She has also hand-
reared the young of many species. Moreover, she has affection for 
and sympathy with the objects of her studies—qualities which are not 
quite so universal among students of animal and human behaviour as 
could be wished. Here we have the results of her many years of 
personal study and observation of young birds, of careful and thorough 
survey of the relevant literature and of personal contacts with many 
other ornithologists of similar interests. 

As the title indicates, this work is primarily concerned with the 
development of behaviour in young precocial birds. It is, however, 
even more informative than the title and its author's reputation might 
lead one to expect. The reciprocatory behaviour of the parent birds 
is also discussed and comparisons with altricial species supply a great 
deal of information about these as well. The middle chapters deal 
with various kinds of young birds according to their degree of depen
dence, starting (chapter 5) with the completely independent megapodes 
and ending (chapter 11) with altricial species. 

No less interesting are the introductory chapters, in which the 
author gives a clear and comprehensive summary of what is known of 
parental care and the parent-young relationship in all groups of animals 
from wood-lice to mammals. Ornithologists may well find here 
facts of which they were quite ignorant. The reviewer, for example, 
had read Kikki-tikki-tavi as a child and felt deep sympathy for 
Nag and Nagaina in their attempts to protect their eggs from the 
combined forces of tailor-birds, men and a mongoose. He was pleased 
and surprised, therefore, to learn that King Cobras do show parental 
care and that Kipling had not, as he had later unjustly assumed, been 
using 'writer's licence'. 

No one interested in the behaviour and breeding biology of birds 
or in the parent-young relationships of animals in general can afford not 
to possess this book. D E R E K G O O D W I N 

The Birds of the Lake Counties. By Ralph Stokoe, with a 
contribution by Ernest Blezard. Carlisle Natural History 
Society, Carlisle, 1962. 144 pages, one map, two photographs. 
15s. (plus i s . postage) from Ralph Stokoe, 4 Fern Bank, Cocker-
mouth, Cumberland. 
It is both pleasant and appropriate to be writing this review in Lake
land's most beautiful valley, surrounded by some of the birds described 
in this welcome book, which follows 70 years after A Vertebrate Fauna 
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of Lakeland by H. A. Macpherson and 20 years after The Birds of Lake
land by Ernest Blezard and others. Here the record is brought up to 
date. 

The book has three sections. The first, and main, one deals with 
status and distribution, while the second describes observations on 
migration at Grune Point, south Solway, giving useful tabulated data 
of species ringed and retrapped there and a summary of spring and 
autumn migration from 1959 to 1961. The third section is a short 
but valuable contribution by Ernest Blezard on the food of 36 species 
of birds. 

Ralph Stokoe opens the first section with a thoughtful discussion of 
the causes of the fluctuations that have taken place in bird numbers in 
the Lake District during recent years. Many of these are familiar, 
but one or two such as hens in deep litter, aerodromes not yet 
reverted to their original state, climbing and water-skiing, strike a new 
note. The systematic arrangement in which the status and distribu
tion of the birds is discussed follows that of The Handbook of British 
Birds and not the now generally adopted Wetmore order. This seems 
a quite unnecessary piece of conservatism. Study of the status of the 
birds given in this book reveals some interesting parallels with that 
of the same species elsewhere. Thus the Tree Pipit has decreased in 
several areas, and the Twite is now scarce as a breeder. On the other 
hand, the Hawfinch has increased. The Nuthatch remains scarce, but 
it is a joy to read that the Barn Owl continues common throughout 
Lakeland, The Reed Warbler has nested annually in recent years at 
one Westmorland tarn: surely its farthest north in this country. 

Ernest Blezard's contribution on the 'Food of Birds' is particularly 
valuable and in certain instances adds considerably to our knowledge. 
But I found some of his introductory remarks difficult to understand, 
and I am still puzzling over a sentence that reads . . . Tn another refer
ence to it (i.e. The Handbook), a solitary case of corn under Goldeneye 
there is now brought to three if the corn, in the usual sense, agrees 
with the oats in two birds shot together.' S T U A R T S M I T H 

ALSO RECEIVED 

Animal Wonderland, By Frank W. Lane. Revised edition. Oliver and Boyd, 
Edinburgh and London, 1962. 18s. 

Birds—A Primer of Ornithology, By George E. Hyde. English Universities Press, 
London, 1962. 7s. 6d. 

Daundtori al Vinatului si Combaterea Lor. By M. Bodea, I. Circiu and D. Radu. 
Asociatia Generala a Vmatorilor si Pescarilor Sportivi, Rumania, 1962. N o 
ptice given. 

Bird. By Lois and Louis Darling. Methuen, London, 1963. 30s. 
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