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Hawks, Owls and Wildlife. By John J. and Frank C. Craighead Jr. 
Dover Publications, New York, 1969. xix -f- 443 pages; 67 photo
graphs; 15 drawings; 22 maps; 100 tables. 36s. 
This long book, first published in 1956 and re-issued unabridged in 
soft-back in 1969, describes a field study of American predatory birds 
and their prey. It is based on detailed work in two winters (1941/42 
and 1947/48) and three summers (1942, 1947 and 1948), mainly in 
one township covering 36 square miles in Michigan where the authors 
claimed they found all raptor and most owl nests. 'Hawks' were 
counted mostly from a car by a 'strip-census', but, as with owls, also 
on foot. In addition, winter prey populations in two areas each of four 
square miles were sampled, and prey items in nests and pellets were 
identified. Figures are produced for total seasonal numbers of adults, 
nests and breeding success of raptors and owls, plus estimates of the 
numbers in the winter prey populations (and their relative sizes in 
summer) and the proportions killed by raptors. The results are com
pared with data derived from feeding 29 raptors of eleven species in 
captivity. Mercifully, a short summary of each chapter is provided. 

The book contains a good account of the techniques (and assump
tions) used, especially the quick methods for assessing prey density, 
of the natural history of many raptors, and of the food eaten in relation 
to what was available. Comparisons are made between a predominandy 
agricultural habitat in Michigan and a wilderness area in Wyoming. 
The commonest hawks were three species of buzzards, two accipiters 
and a harrier, together with five species of owls. The prey taken were 
mostly voles and mice, but variedfrom frogs to grouse. 

The authors' conclusions depend on their assessments of prey 
densities. Recent, more intensive, work on voles in Scotland suggests 
that their main techniques (trap-night indices) produce reliable 
results, though there may have been a tendency in Michigan to 
under-estimate vole densities when numbers were high. This would 
not affect the main conclusions: that mice and voles were abundant 
in winter 1941/42 and scarcer in 1947/48; that the collective raptor 
oooulation killed anv one orev in direct orooortion to its densitv; 
that in summer the total prey was nearly always in excess of the 
requirements of the raptors; and that changes in the numbers of 
individual prey species had litde effect on the numbers of breeding 
raptors, whose density was the same from year to year. However, 
changes in prey numbers over the winter considerably affected the 
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numbers of migrant raptors which stayed when food was abundant 
but moved on when it was scarce. The authors also suggest that when 
small mammals were scarce at the end of winter, raptor predation 
could depress their numbers still further or delay an increase. They 
claim that in this way the hawks and owls regulated the numbers of 
their prey. Another proposition is that each winter hunting area 
could hold only a certain maximum number of hawks, independent 
of the numbers of each raptor species, although these were not then 
territorial. 

These are important ideas, and the book contains many other 
interesting facts and propositions. However, it is discursive and 
repetitive, and it contains too much discussion with facts often 
confused with speculation. It is sometimes difficult to find the original 
data and to compare tables so as to assess the conclusions, and there 
is no mention of modern work (since the first edition in 1956) and 
modern ideas on predation. Some of these tend to confirm the Craig-
heads' opinions that predation can sometimes depress prey populations; 
if relevant modern research had been discussed critically, reprinting 
a condensed version of the book would have been a more worthwhile 
proposition. 

While the authors' conclusions may be sound, they are based on 
correlations from only two discontinuous years with no marked birds 
and no knowledge of other factors affecting the prey populations, and 
more work is necessary to test them. The scientist may conclude that 
he would have preferred to see the material better digested in carefully 
edited papers in scientific journals, leading to further well-planned 
research, concentrating on carefully defined topics; while it may be 
difficult for the general naturalist to find the natural history that 
interests him. This book has attempted to please both but probably 
satisfies neither. Nonetheless, the task the Craighead brothers set 
themselves and achieved was fantastic. The results deserve to be known 
by every keen naturalist and conservationist, and the book is indispens
able to anyone working on predation. D A V I D J E N K I N S 

The Study of Life. An Introduction to Biology: By Gordon H. 
Orians. Allyn and Bacon, Boston, 1969. S41 pages; copious 
diagrams, drawings and photographs. $10.75. 
It is a brave author indeed who can tackle a synthesis of this kind, but 
the result is a wholly refreshing change from those of the eternal 
committees. An introduction full of intrieuine perspective leads into 
three main themes which form the pillars of the work: Evolution, 
Energy and Information. 

This book will be invaluable to all those who have not had access 
to a recent degree course in biology. The 841 pages range over the 
whole field of theoretical biology; three pages chosen at random 
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concerned the classification of the major groups of plants, the Huxley 
model of striated muscle contraction and an account of the fascinating 
research of Karl von Frisch on the 'waggle dance' of honey-bees. 
Particularly useful is the strategic inclusion of elementary chemistry 
and mathematics. 

Although the work is well organised, some sections suffer from 
partition. For example, the cyclic nature of neuro-muscular trans
mission is lost by the separate treatment of the components and by 
the exclusion of the function of the muscle spindle. In something of a 
lapse from the author's commendable detachment we read (in rapid 
succession) 'no satisfactory general theory of predator-prey interactions 
has yet been developed', 'there is yet little agreement among ecologists 
as to the role of predators in controlling the populations of their prey 
in nature' and 'Ecologists have not been able to agree on what controls 
even the most intensively studied species'. In fact there is nothing in the 
text to put such conclusions into perspective and this leaves the 
unfortunate reader with the impression that ecological theories in these 
areas are less objective than those concerning, for example, the 
molecular structure of the membrane, or the function of the enzyme 
DNA polymerase. 

As Dr. Orians says, the solutions to the most important contemporary 
problems of the human race depend on further knowledge of man— 
the animal. His book is a notable contribution to this end, especially 
for students (including many ornithologists) who are weak on basic 
life processes. G. R. POTTS 


	Reviews
	Hawks, Owls and Wildlife. By John J. and Frank C. Craighead Jr
	The Study of Life. An Introduction to Biology. By Gordon H Orians


