
Review 
The Migrations of Birds. By Jean Dorst. Translated from the 
French by Constance D. Sherman. Heinemann, London, 1962. 
x i v + 4 7 6 pages; 131 figures in the text. 50s. 
The amateur migration enthusiast often longs for a comprehensive, 
readable book in English, which will make sense of the bewildering 
mass of migration literature, list all the important books and papers 
which he needs to read, and present a unified picture of the established 
facts and accepted theories about migration. This book, newly 
translated from the French, is comprehensive and readable, and it 
reviews the entire field of migration studies, but it makes little attempt 
at unification. Indeed, as its title implies, it places special emphasis on 
the variability of migratory behaviour. By quoting a large number of 
examples, the author gives an impressive documentation of the 
astonishing diversity in the migrations of birds, and demonstrates 
the dangers of hasty generalisations based on studies of individual 
species or of limited geographical areas. 

Almost half the book, in fact, is devoted to a survey, region by 
region, of the migrations of birds throughout the world. The 
chapters on Europe and North America are the most thorough, 
covering many of the best-studied species, but there are also chapters 
on migrations in the southern hemisphere and the tropics, and a long 
chapter on the migrations of sea-birds. This part of the book is 
packed with interesting (and largely unfamiliar) information, and it 
provides an unrivalled introduction to the migrations of the birds of 
the world. Unfortunately, however, the author not only describes 
the general flight directions of the species he discusses, but he also 
attempts to describe details of their migration routes, and he even 
goes so far as to publish maps of the principal 'routes' and 'flyways' in 
Europe, northern Asia and North America. Although he repeatedly 
emphasises that he does not use the word 'route' in the precise and 
rigid sense of older authors, the concept itself is inconsistent with the 
evidence he quotes in his discussions of orientation and of migratory 
behaviour. This contradiction is one of the central problems of 
current research on migration, yet it is not discussed, or even recog
nised, here. Hence much of the discussion in this part of the book is 
entirely speculative, and too much is quoted uncritically from earlier 
books. 

The remaining chapters discuss general topics, such as history, 
methods of study, effects of weather and topography, behaviour of 
migrants, invasions, hibernation, physiological controls, orientation 
and evolution. Although some topics (such as the timing of migration 
and the influence of weather) are treated only superficially, these 
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essays are generally thorough and well-documented, and they provide 
a sound guide to the vast literature of bird migration. The book has 
been extensively revised since the original edition appeared in 1956, 
and it quotes papers published as late as i960, but parts of it have 
been overtaken by the exciting developments of the last five years. 
Indeed, it pays special attention to the history of migration research, 
and a good deal of space is devoted to outdated field-work and dis
credited theories. 

A more serious defect of the book is that the author has failed to 
evaluate the studies he quotes in relation to modern ideas; in the search 
for 'objectivity', he has quoted many controversial observations and 
theories uncritically. Hence the book is of limited value to the 
specialist who wishes to learn about current theories and the critical 
observations which support or oppose them. But for anyone with an 
interest in one or two limited aspects of migration, and a wish to see 
how they fit into the broad background of knowledge, this is an 
excellent review of the history of research into migration, and of the 
more important observations and experiments on which our know
ledge is based. I . C. T . N I S B E T 
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