
114 

REVIEWS. 

Check-List of the Birds of Great Britain and Ireland. Prepared by the List 
Sub-Committee of the British Ornithologists' Union. (B.O.U., 1952). Obtain
able from H. F. & G. Witherby, Ltd., 7s. 6d. 

This list is the result of work begun about 6 years ago. I t is based on the 
B.O.U. List of 1923, and incorporates additions, alterations and corrections 
which have been published since then in The Ibis. There are however two 
notable changes from the last B.O.U. List, namely the arrangement of orders 
and families in the " Wetmore " classification beginning with the divers and 
ending with the Passerines, and the listing and numbering of birds as species 
instead of as subspecies. Both these changes are to be welcomed and are in 
accordance with present tendencies. However, it is surprising that nowhere 
in this publication is it explained that a major rearrangement of classification 
has been made, no mention is made of Dr. Wetmore, nor indication given of 
the basis of arrangement of species or larger groups. 

Wetmore's classification, as mentioned in our January Editorial, does not 
define the sequence of genera and species within each family of birds, and so 
another built on the Wetmore framework is to be expected, until an authorita
tive list becomes generally accepted in this country. I t is therefore very 
disappointing to find that the present list seems unlikely to satisfy this need 
in a lasting way. 

In an unfortunate at tempt to force the classification of the natural relation
ships of birds to comply with an idea of nomenclature, the Sub-Committee 
have listed first in each genus the " type species " of tha t genus, the type 
species being so positioned without consideration of its relationship to other 
species in the same genus. 

In consequence, the skuas, for example, instead of being arranged with 
Great Skua at the beginning or end of the genus, are listed Arctic, Great, 
Pomarine, Long-tailed ; similarly the Meadow Pipit is listed first among the 
pipits and separated from the closely related Red-throated and Tree Pipits 
by Richard's and Tawny Pipits. There are other examples of sequence of 
species within a genus which appear equally to offend the basic idea of a 
natural classification. 

The sequence of genera listed for the Anatidas gives the following order : 
surface ducks, diving ducks, sawbills, sheld ducks, geese, swans. We cannot 
understand the reason for this, which results, for example, in the Sheld Duck 
being far removed from other surface-feeding ducks. Also unexplained is 
the transfer of the Wallcreeper from the family Certhiidae to the family 
Sittidas. 

The treatment by species gives a total of 426, up to the closing date of 
July 31st, 1950. Sight records have not been admitted. Each species is 
listed binomially together with an English name, a few words giving world 
range in broadest outline, and status in the British Isles. These distribution 
comments are very concise, but it is unfortunate that more care was not taken 
to avoid the various errors tha t occur : for instance, the Fieldfare is stated 
to visit Greenland " casually," but it is there in fact now a breeding resident. 
Where subspecies are recognised the British status follows the trinomial 
scientific name (without subspecific English name) of the race(s) occurring 
here. The Sub-Committee do not appear to have taken the opportunity of 
re-examining the claims of some passerine vagrants from N. America to be 
accepted on the British list. This could well be done, if adequate meteorolo
gical data are available, in the light of K. Williamson's recent work on drift 
migration, and with the knowledge that Wheatears and Lapland Buntings 
from Greenland are regular migrants to Britain, and that certain American 
waders are now of annual occurrence here. 
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Alterations to scientific names follow, in the main, changes which have 
been published from time to time in The Ibis. Shortly before the publication, 
however, of this Check-List, there appeared Triple-Parts 1/3 of Volume 9 of 
The Bulletin of Zoological Nomenclature, which challenges some of the changes 
freshly incorporated in the Check-List. Since the B.O.U. in 1951 resolved 
that decisions of the International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature 
should be published in The Ibis and followed in all publications of the Union, 
it is extraordinary that mutually acceptable names were not agreed upon ; 
it is also very inconvenient and confusing to the rank and file of ornithologists. 
The compilers adhere to original orthography, but we feel that it creates 
unnecessary difficulty to require for example, that the word " haliaetus " be 
spelt " Haliaeetus " when it refers to the White-tailed Eagle, and " haliaetus " 
when it refers to the Osprey. We note the mis-spelling in the Check-List of 
Glareola nordmanni. 

In deciding what subspecies to accept, it would be impossible to satisfy 
everyone. We are glad to see a long list of races which the Sub-Committee 
have rejected ; we wonder, however, what consideration they gave to the 
claim (antea, vol. xxxiii, pp. 188-189) tha t Phylloscopus trochilus acredula 
is the form of Willow Warbler breeding in most parts of Scotland. 

We do not agree with a number of the English names which have been 
used—for example, titmouse for every species of tit, Redbreast for Robin", 
Golden Mountain Thrush for White's Thrush. As exceptions to the authors ' 
practice of giving English names for full species only, Rock Pipit, Water 
Pipit and American Pipit are listed under Anthus spinoletta, and Pied and 
White Wagtails under Motacilla alba. On the other hand the name Yellow 
Wagtail only is given for the whole Motacilla flava group, a step which deserves 
wide support, but from which two of the authors of this list have themselves 
already deviated in a regrettable way.* 

In line with endeavours being made on both sides of the Atlantic to reduce 
the number of birds which are known by different English names in the two 
continents, American birds which are vagrants here are given their American, 
in preference to their British names. For birds common to America and 
Europe the plan of the entries is to give the English name, followed by the 
American name where different, along-side the species scientific (binomial) 
name. Yet we note the omission of many American names which qualify for 
inclusion here even though the American bird may be a different subspecies, 
including Red-backed Sandpiper (Dunlin), Marsh Hawk (Hen Harrier), 
Pigeon Hawk (Merlin), Hungarian Partridge (Partridge), Florida Gallinule 
(Moorhen), Semipalmated Plover (Ringed Plover), Wilson's Snipe (Snipe), 
Hudsonian Curlew (Whimbrel), Cabot's Tern (Sandwich Tern), Richardson's 
Owl (Tengmalm's Owl), Chickadee (Willow Tit), Lapland Longspur (Lapland 
Bunting), Horned Lark (Shore Lark). 

The preparation of this Check-List provided a fine opportunity for establish
ing the Wetmore order on a firm foundation in this country, and it is impossible 
to avoid a feeling of real regret that it is so easy to find fault with almost every 
aspect of it. E.M.N., P.A.D.H., I .J.F-L. 
* Vide GKANT, C.H.B., AND MACKWORTH-PRAED, C.W. (1952). " On the Species and Races 
of the Yellow Wagtails from Western Europe to Western North America." Bull. Brit. 
Mus. (Nat. Hist.) Zool. I (9): 255-268. 

Rovfuglene og Viltpleicn (Predatory Birds and Game-Preservation). By Yngvar 
Hagen. Gyldendal Norsk Forlag, Oslo. Norwegian text. Pp. 603, 
114 figures. Price 50 Norwegian Crowns. 
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This excellent book is intended to meet the need, felt by Norwegian 
naturalists and sportsmen, of an up-to-date, reliable account of the predatory 
birds of their country. The bulk of its text is devoted to essays on the 25 
Norwegian indigenous birds-of-prey and owls, largely based on the author's 
personal knowledge of them acquired during 17 years' field-work. Each 
essay is conveniently divided into sections on plumage, field-characters, distri
bution in Norway, life-history, breeding-habits, and food, all treated at 
considerable length; the whole often extending to more than 20 pages. Where 
records permit, Mr. Hagen attempts to trace, and account for, changes in 
status, both locally and throughout the country as a whole. Indiscriminate 
persecution has taken a heavy toll of all predators, mammals and birds alike; 
but it is such harmless species as the Buzzard and Osprey which have 
suffered the most, while the more destructive Goshawk has contrived to hold 
its own. The situation seems to be improving, however, and two species, 
the Long-eared Owl and Hen Harrier, have become more numerous and 
more widely distributed in the course of the last twenty years. Particularly 
interesting are the notes on the variations in the breeding-populations of such 
boreal species as the Snowy and Hawk Owls and the Rough-legged Buzzard, 
as his material enables the author to correlate them with fluctuations in the 
numbers of the small rodents and game-birds. Many of the comprehensive 
paragraphs on the breeding-cycle embody valuable notes on the rearing and 
growth of the young, the most important of which perhaps are those on the 
early life of the Snowy Owl. Where there is a marked disparity in size 
between the sexes, Mr. Hagen has been able to prove that the males develop 
more rapidly, and fly sooner, than the heavier females. In the sections on 
food, collated Norwegian data are tabulated in a form which allows the 
reader to ascertain, at a glance, which creatures form the bulk of the prey 
of the species concerned. With some species, Mr. Hagen gives, under the 
same heading, very instructive tables showing the number of pairs breeding 
in a given area from year to year, and their success or otherwise in rearing 
broods, correlated with the supply of suitable prey—a subject partly discussed 
in the preceding paragraphs. These show, as might be expected, that while 
the largest clutches are laid, and the highest proportion of young fledged, 
in 'mouse-years', many predators make no attempt at nesting in unfavourable 
seasons. At times, prey remains plentiful enough until well into the breeding-
season, and then suddenly becomes scarce. Under such conditions, the 
mouse-eating predators set about nesting in fair numbers; but small clutches 
are the rule, and very few young survive, the majority dying of starvation. 
It is then also that such birds take their heaviest toll of birds, including 
game. Mr. Hagen suggests that this keener competition in the search for 
food accounts for the small clutches laid, and the few young reared, by birds, 
like the Merlin, which—even in 'mouse-years'—take very little furred prey. 
Cannibalism amongst young birds-of-prey has come under the author's notice 
at one nest of the Kestrel, two of the Goshawk, and three each of the 
Merlin, Rough-legged Buzzard, and Hen Harrier. An interesting account is 
given of the hoards of prey collected by the Pigmy Owl—often the sole 
indication of the presence of that retiring and little-known bird. 

The essays are preceded and followed by more general chapters dealing 
with such matters as past and present policies of game-conservation in 
Norway, fluctuations in the stock of game, and the relation between the very 
similar variations in the numbers of the smaller rodents and the predators. 
Of considerable importance, in the reviewer's opinion, is the analysis of 
11,221 prey-records. These include 724 game-birds—surely not a very con
siderable proportion. Apart from victims of cannibalism, as many as 
54 predators figure in the list, amongst them such powerful creatures as a 
Snowy Owl and two Rough-legged Buzzards found in Eagle Owls' nests, and 
a Gyr Falcon found in a Golden Eagle's eyrie. Short-eared Owls seem parti
cularly liable to capture, five being noted at Eagle Owls' nests, three at those 
of Rough-legged Buzzards, and four at Peregrines' eyries. Amongst the 
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6,917 small rodents recorded it is surprising to find only 517 lemmings, and 
a very large proportion of those picked up by Mr. Hagen about hawks' and 
owls' nests were untouched. Careful examination of large numbers of pellets 
led him to the conclusion that lemmings are never so completely digested by 
birds as are voles, which suggests an explanation of the relative infrequency 
with which the former have been recorded as prey. In his final chapter, 
Mr. Hagen discusses the problems of game-conservation. The reader is 
reminded of the many factors which must be taken into consideration, and is 
warned in conclusion that while control of birds-of-prey may become necessary 
under special circumstances, their wholesale destruction can never be justified. 

The many illustrations include some excellent photographs. That of a 
Snowy Owl feeding her small young calls for particular comment. 

If any criticism is required, it is that the author might have made more 
use of records from non-Scandinavian sources in collecting material for so 
important a work. Otherwise, he is to be warmly congratulated on an 
outstanding contribution to biological literature. H. M. S. BLAIR. 
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