
REVIEWS 
S W I F T S IN A T O W E R . By DAVID LACK (Methuen, London, 

1956). 239 p a g e s ; 10 half-tone plates; 24 text illustrations. 21s. 

N O T the least striking feature of that astonishing building, the 
University Museum of Science at Oxford, is the tower; for behind 
the ventilator shafts which puncture its roof Swifts have nested for 
many years. Here, as is now well known, Dr. David Lack and 
his wife have carried out a ten-year study of this little-known 
bird, and many ornithologists have clambered up into the tower 
to peer for themselves into the glass-backed nesting-boxes placed 
behind the shafts. The "basic idea for the experiment at Oxford" 
came from a visit to the Swiss ornithologist Weitnauer, who 
persuaded Swifts to nest in boxes under the eaves of his house. 
In 1952 Dr. Lack published in British Birds (vol. xlv, pp. 186-218) 
a long paper on his work, and this has been expanded slightly, 
and brought up to 1955, to form the core of the present exciting 
book (the scope of which is far wider than is suggested by the 
title). The clear lucid style of the earlier paper is retained, and 
the text is deliberately non-technical. I t is constantly enlivened 
by amusing asides: like the description of the Swift which "stood 
up over its eggs each time that it heard the loud clapping of the 
crowd in the near-by Parks as successive New Zealand wickets 
fell to a triumphant University (which was the only team to beat 
the tourists in that year )" . Here, as in his The Life of the Robin, 
the author demonstrates that it is possible to write a scientific 
book without a text overburdened with tables and graphs . The 
first table does not in fact appear until page 185, and before that 
there have been only two graphs . There are, however, a few 
places where one cannot help feeling that a diagram or table might 
have clarified the narrative description. But these are minor 
blemishes in a major work. 

To the casual observer the life of the Swift falls into two pa r t s : 
the aerial existence, remote and wild, exciting to watch but difficult 
to s tudy; and the hidden life within the nest. The book falls 
neatly into similar par ts . In the first half our attention is 
concentrated on the happenings within the nest-boxes; yet we are 
not cut off from the outside world as were the actual watchers in 
the tower, whose only contact was " the clock of Keble College 
over the way, always a little slow and a little out of t une" . 
Constantly we are given comparisons with other races and species 
of swifts, with unrelated species of birds, and even with mammals, 
as we are led through the stages of life within the nest—with 
courtship and mating, building the nest, laying and incubation, 
the care and development of the nestling, until the young finally 
leave. 

Each occupied box was defended' by the pair against all comers 
—by threat postures at first, and then if necessary by strange fierce 
fights lasting 5 Hours or more : "gladiatorial show(s) conducted 
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only a few inches from our eyes" . The loser often appeared 
in agony and completely exhausted, but no serious harm usually 
followed. Although mating often takes place in the nest, aerial 
mating, first described by Gilbert White , is confirmed by both 
Lack and Weitnauer. In Chapter 5, after a quiet description 
of Oxford nests, we are suddenly whisked away, as on a magic 
carpet, on a breathless journey from Lapland to the Pacific Islands, 
from the Himalayas to tropical America; a survey which "shows 
the diversity of adaption in the nesting of swifts, our own species 
in holes in cliffs, the spine-tails diving into hollow trees and 
breaking off twigs in flight, the swiftlets seeking dark caves and 
making the whole nest of saliva, black swifts dashing through 
waterfalls, American palm swifts flying up into palm spathes, 
scissor-tailed swifts building their own two-foot tube of felted 
feathers, Old World palm swifts gluing the eggs to a small shelf 
of feathers and clinging vertically to brood them, and crested 
swifts making a tiny egg cup on the side of a branch across which 
they s i t " . The young remain in the nest for between five and 
eight weeks, and their knowledge of the world is limited to that 
gained by looking out of the entrance hole during the last few days 
in the nest. After much hesitation the young Swift at last launches 
itself into the air. It never returns to the nest—and may, indeed, 
begin its migration to Africa the same day. 

This section of the book is illustrated by a most remarkable 
series of photographs taken inside the tower by H. N . Southern, 
using electronic flash. 

The remainder of the book deals with the wider life of the Swift: 
with flight, weather movements and migration (and an interlude 
on hibernation); with birth, survival and death ; with roosting— 
on the nest, on walls in clusters "like swarms of bees" , and on the 
wing ; with predators and parasites. There is also an important 
discussion and re-classification of the races of Apus apus. 

A discussion on the meaning of adaptation, inspired less perhaps 
bv the Swifts in the tower than by the fact that Wilberforce and 
Huxley disputed on natural selection in a room under the tower, 
ends the book. Dr. Lack concludes: "This is a grave matter with 
which to end a bird-book, but the tower where our swifts live was 
built by those who held that the study of nature should lead us, 
through a truer understanding, to a fuller worship of the Creator, 
and the times urgently require us to search out the basis of our 
l ives". R. A. O. HICKLING 

LIVING W I T H B I R D S . By L E N HOWARD. (Collins, London, 
1956.) 256 pages ; 24 photographic plates ; 10 text drawings. 15s. 

F E W , very few people indeed have the ability to win the confidence 
of wild animals, and of those with this gift perhaps none has 
attracted so much attention as Miss Howard. Her earlier Birds 
as Individuals described the lives and personalities of some of the 
birds living in her garden and cot tage; Living with Birds follows 
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this same intriguing story, but is chiefly notable for the exploits of 
one very particular female Great Tit called Star, who seemingly 
learned to count. 

"One morn ing" , writes Miss Howard, " t h e 6th January, the 
idea struck me of trying her [Star] with a counting experiment. 
When , as usual, she flew to my hand for her nut, instead of giving 
it to her I held it up in my other hand and said, 'You must tap for 
it ' . Looking at her intently I called in sharp accents, 'TAP , T A P ' . 
While I spoke her eyes were fixed keenly on mine, then she 
immediately flew to the top of a wooden screen-frame . . . and 
deliberately rapped out two taps on the wood with her beak . . . 
she then flew to my hand for the nu t " . The next morning Star 
responded correctly to the verbal order " T a p , tap, t a p " , and this 
was repeated successfully four times that day. By the fourth day 
Star responded correctly when told to tap four times, the instruc
tions now being given by tapping a pencil sharply on a table, 
instead of verbally. Only ten days after the first experiment 
Miss Howard " tapped five, which she copied correctly, then I 
tried six and she instantly got this. . . . Later in the day I gave 
her six again. This time she tapped five and then started to fly to 
my hand for her nut, but as if realising her mistake, turned back 
to the screen and gave one loud r a p " . That winter and in 
the following one Star learned to respond' to numbers up to eight, 
but never got nine. On p. 21 we are told that Star "never gave 
a wrong number in response, but sometimes she was not in the 
mood to tap at a l l " ; but on p . 74 that " . . . her mistakes were 
few; all are recorded here as well as her correct responses" . 

Hitherto Star ' s instructions had been given by tapping the 
required number with a pencil; but in October of the third winter 
Miss Howard began training her to respond to spoken numbers, 
e.g. " T h r e e " , not " T a p , tap, t a p " . Astonishingly, after only 
one or two lessons when the instructions were given both verbally 
and by tapping, Star responded correctly, though hesitatingly, to 
verbal instructions alone to tap three and four. Eight was again 
the highest number that she got right in this way. Star 
disappeared the next spring in her ninth year. 

A feature of Star ' s tapping the higher numbers was that she 
often spontaneously varied the rhythm: thus when given six 
verbally, " she first gave this in the 2, 2, 2 division then, after a 
moment 's pause . . . she slowly tapped 1, 3, 2. When doing 
triple divisions her pace was always slower . . . Later she did 
eight to my spoken word in 4, 4, then in 4, 3, 1, looking up at 
me with her pleased expression". 

It is proper to ask whether Star could have been aided by 
Miss Howard 's own, albeit quite unconscious, behaviour during the 
experiments. Miss Howard is aware of at least some of the 
difficulties in the way of interpreting S ta r ' s actions; but it is 
unfortunately still just possible that S tar ' s unquestionably excep
tional ability was not quite of the same order as that with which. 
she is credited. Star may have hoodwinked Miss Howard in much 
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the same way that "Clever H a n s " hoodwinked his master. "Clever 
H a n s " was a horse for whom it was claimed that he could do 
advanced mental ari thmatic; but it was eventually shown that in 
fact he responded to involuntary changes in his master 's 
expression. Although Star sometimes performed with her back 
to Miss Howard, she could have received some other, possibly 
auditory, communication: for instance, Miss Howard may un
consciously have held her breath until Star tapped the right 
number. 

Star alone among Miss Howard 's birds learned to tap to order, 
so there may never be an opportunity to repeat the experiments 
more convincingly. But whether or not Star was really counting, 
it is still quite remarkable that a wild bird can yet be persuaded 
to take part in such experiments. All credit is due to Miss Howard. 
It is a pity that we learn next to nothing about her knack of 
dealing with birds in the chapter on taming and attracting them— 
which only confirms its elusive quality. 

After the feast of observations on Great Tits, the remaining 
chapters seem a trifle thin and of rather uneven quality; though 
the two on Blackbirds are better stuff again and full of close 
observation. But it is all fascinating, if sometimes tantalizing, 
reading. 

Whilst much of Miss Howard 's observation is valuable, some
times unique, many of her interpretations need to be taken with 
a pinch of salt. Miss Howard is in a far better position than most 
of us to understand and interpret bird-behaviour, but she has two 
major faults—both perhaps springing from her very proximity to 
her birds: she is anthropomorphic to a degree that must make 
many readers wince; and she becomes so obsessed with her birds 

as individuals that she fails to see them as species, even to the 
extent of writing apropos of bird behaviour that "generalisations 
are impossible". Even the best generalisation has its exceptions 
and, after all, it is still the exceptions that prove the rule. Is it 
too much to hope that one day Miss Howard may also write the 
rules? She may be assured of close attention if she does. J .A.G. 

ROCKALL. By JAMES F I S H E R . (Bles, London, 1956.) 200 
pages ; 17 photographic plates; maps and sketches. 18s. 

T H I S well-written monograph on a remote rock (only about 90ft. 
diameter at base and 63ft. high—alas, even in this monograph 
accurate superficial measurements are not given) is an achieve
ment which must break yet another bibliographical record. It 
describes all the known landings on and scientific visits to this 
tiny islet, including the latest, by helicopter, by the wish of 
H.M. the Queen. James Fisher was fortunate to share this 
privilege with the annexation team from H.M.S . Vidal, on 18th 
September 1955—too late in the year to determine a main issue in 
the literature of Rockall, as to whether or not any sea bird, the 
Guillemot especially, at tempts to nest on the storm-swept rock. 
There is presumptive evidence for the breeding of the Guillemot, 
but as yet no sound proof that any bird has laid an egg on Rockall. 
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In a twelve-page appendix the birds of Rockall and its ioo 
miles long fishing-bank are described systematically, from records 
made on 42 days by various observers between n t h March and 
23rd September (there are no winter records). Gannet, Guillemot, 
Puffin and Kitt iwake use the rock as a resting-place at intervals 
during the summer. Petrels are a main interest on the Rockall 
Bank. The Tristan Great Shearwater is most abundant in May 
and June (rafts of up to 500); the Sooty from midsummer onwards 
to September; and the Manx Shearwater numerous all summer. 
The dominant bird of course is the Fulmar, and Mr. Fisher 
points out once more (vide his monograph on The Fulmar) that 
no ornithologist watching the vast flocks of Fulmars on the Rockall 
Bank feeding on the fish-offal discarded by trawlers can fail to 
realise their dependence on these fishing-boats, and that their 
great southward increase, coincident with the development of 
modern trawling, is almost certainly associated with this abundant 
food-supply. R.M.L. 

T H E T E C H N I Q U E O F B I R D P H O T O G R A P H Y . By 
JOHN WARHAM. (Focal Press, London, 1956.) 199 pages, including 
48 of half-tone plates; many text figs. 25s. 

BIRD PHOTOGRAPHY continues to at tract many followers, and for 
those beginning the pursuit Mr. Warham has written a sound and 
efficient book on the apparatus and methods used today. For this 
purpose he is well-equiped, for, following a long experience in 
Britain, he has for the last five years been working in the 
comparatively virgin ground of Australia. 

Much has been written on this subject, and it is therefore 
difficult to say anything very new or original, as the technique of 
the pursuit does not change rapidly. Mr. Warham, however, has 
given sound advice about the use of the modern electronic flash, 
and has some interesting remarks to make about the special 
problems involved in working in the tropics. 

In general, his advice will be corroborated by the bird-
photographers of experience, and the beginner will find much to 
help him on his way. G.K.Y. 

ZOOLOGICAL P H O T O G R A P H Y IN PRACTICE. By 
HUGH B. COTT (Fountain Press, London, 1956). 370 pages ; 68 
plates. 52s. 6d. 

T H E growing popularity of nature photography has exposed a 
need for instructional books on the technique of the subject, and 
.in the last decade a number have been published to fill this gap . 
The latest is Dr. Cott 's admirable treatise. For this task he is 
admirably qualified. A naturalist of distinction and a zoologist by 
training, he is also a photographer with a learned knowledge of 
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his medium, and with an eye for both the scientific and aesthetic 
aspects of his results. This combination is rare, and gives special 
authority to his advice and conclusions. Moreover, his interests 
cover the whole field of nature, and he has had a wider experience 
than most of working away from home, in difficult circumstances, 
in lands as widely separated as East Africa and South America. 

While his book discusses, of necessity, such matters as the 
choice of camera and other apparatus and accessories, it differs 
from most in almost ignoring such subjects as hides and their 
introduction to the quarry, and concentrates in detail on the 
photographic problems which are of special significance to the 
nature photographer. His chapter on the critical problem of 
focusing and depth of field admirably summarizes a matter which 
is the plague of every nature photographer 's life, and in analysing 
the principles of pictorial design (which so many scientific 
photographers consider unimportant, but which Dr. Cott so rightly 
considers vital) he explains clearly how a little thought will turn 
a picture of merely scientific interest into a work of art . 

Dr. Cott deals in great detail with the theory and practice of 
exposure, with negative material and its development, and with the 
making of prints and slides. This part of the book is perhaps 
over-weighted, for these matters are fundamental to all 
photography and do not greatly differ whether the subject be an 
animal, a lump of cheese, a portrait or a landscape. Dr. Cott 
has, however, reviewed these with special reference to the nature 
photographer, his needs and his problems. The book has one 
serious omission—the almost complete lack of reference to flash 
photography, which today has become a very important part of 
the technique of the nature photographer, and which has its own 
problems and difficulties. 

Dr. Cott is particularly good on the subject of working in 
difficult surroundings. He has much to say on photography in the 
humid rain-forest and in the desert which lies right outside the 
experience of the majority. Many photographers who are by train
ing very particular about temperature control, filtered water, etc., 
etc., will shudder to read of the conditions in which Dr. Cott has 
been forced to work—with what success the many admirable plates 
reveal. 

In sum, this is an admirable book for the serious nature 
photographer, and with the advice given the present reviewer 
would not quarrel in one single instance. Especially would he 
agree with Dr. Cott 's conclusions on the all-important matter of 
camera-choice, that if one wants to take real nature photographs, 
a large negative, and therefore a large camera, are a necessity. 

G.K.Y. 
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