
Review 
The Snow Bunting. By Desmond Nethersole-Thompson. Oliver 
& Boyd, Edinburgh, 1966. 316 pages; 1 coloured and 18 black-
and-white photographs; 11 text figures. 45s. 
A most arduous scientific project has at last come to fruition in this 
book. The challenge of studying one of Britain's rarest breeding birds 
in the appallingly difficult weather of the Cairngorms was the author's 
driving force. He and his family spent 263 nights camping on the 
summits, with meagre food and equipment. The work was done on a 
shoestring, isolated from fellow ornithologists for most of the year 
and far from libraries and other facilities usually considered essential 
for research. 

This book could have been shorter and cheaper by omitting many 
personal stories in the scientific chapters, and in three chapters about 
the author's early days of bird-watching and egg-collecting and about 
his life's experiences. It is these personal details, however, that make 
this a highly readable and colourful book. There are nine chapters on 
the Snow Buntings he got to know so well, on the people who have 
looked for Snow Buntings, on the birds' courtship, territorial behaviour 
and voice, and on their nests, incubation, eggs and young; five on their 
breeding habitat, on their enemies and food, on their numbers and 
distribution in Scotland, on the racial origin of Scottish Snow Buntings, 
and on their changes in status; and one on world distribution, numbers 
and movements. Another chapter by Derek Ratcliffe gives an excellent 
description of Scottish mountain vegetation, and there are detailed 
appendices about nests in Scotland, testis size and roosting. 

Surprisingly, the bibliography has several hundred titles, but Snow 
Buntings are common in the Arctic and many people have written about 
them there, including detailed studies by Dr. N. Tinbergenand others. 
The book covers this literature very well. The striking thing is how 
much the author found despite the very few Snow Buntings available 
to him in Scotland; this was made possible only by intensive work on 
birds that he identified individually, mostly by their plumage and some
times by their behaviour and egg type. 

There are many differences between Scotland and the Arctic. Male 
Snow Buntings in Scotland generally have less well defined territories 
than in the Arctic, perhaps because they do not occupy all the available 
ground. Cairngorm birds often rear two broods, whereas one is usual 
in the Arctic. Breeding males from Iceland have dark rumps, but those 
from Greenland or Scandinavia have white rumps; in Scotland both 
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types occur and the proportions vary greatly from year to year, suggest
ing that there is no distinct Scottish race, but that in some years more 
Iceland birds stay and in others more Scandinavian or Greenland ones. 
In some summers only unmated males and no females were seen; 
thirteen birds were located in the Cairngorms in 1947, which was the 
best year, but in the poorest years only one or none. The species was 
probably commoner on Scottish hills around the turn of the century 
when winters were colder and summer snow beds larger. Since 
meteorologists predict more cold winters, the author suggests that 
Snow Buntings will increase. 

There is little information from the winter months in the book, 
although Snow Buntings are common then on Scottish farms, shores 
and hills. One can see other gaps and points for criticism and at times 
the information lacks the detailed quantitative backing now expected 
from work on more common species. The author himself ends modestly 
about how much remains unknown, pointing out that he has merely 
revealed the tip of an iceberg. Considering the challenge that was 
presented, however, this book is an outstanding achievement. More
over, it breathes a feeling of colourful life, enthusiasm and exploration 
too rare in modern bird books. ADAM WATS ON 
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