
Reviews 
Instructions to Young Ornithologists. V, Birds' Nests and 
Eggs. By C. J. O. Harrison. Museum Press, London, 1964. 
130 pages; 17 photographic illustrations; 8 line-drawings and 
figures. 15s. 
Many modern bird-watchers' knowledge of breeding biology is rather 
sketchy and Mr. Harrison's book is to be welcomed as an inexpensive 
introduction to the first part of the subject. The main theme is to 
show how different modes of nesting may be adapted to environment, 
and it is rightly emphasised that the breeding habits of each species 
must have evolved through the interaction of a whole series of in
fluences. However, when considering how variations may have 
arisen, the reader is often left to think out for himself which of several 
explanations best fits the facts. A broad perspective is provided by 
the inclusion of examples from many parts of the world. 

The book first deals convincingly with reasons for the egg-laying 
habit and surveys the great variety of egg-types, and abnormalities, 
that we know. Various sections adequately cover nest-sites and why 
nests are necessary, methods of building, the formation of eggs within 
a bird, the composition of their contents, incubation and embryonic 
development, the exploitation of eggs for food, and egg-collecting 
(which is strongly condemned). Egg-shell structure and pigmentation 
receive very full treatment. Some suggestions are made for further 
work young amateurs can do, and a few references are given. 

One section discusses variations in clutch size and I found this dis
appointing, a number of points requiring qualification for which there 
is no room in a review of this length. In general, I feel a better 
approach would have been made by distinguishing clearly between 
ultimate factors which result in an inherited tendency to lay clutches of 
a certain order of size, and proximate factors (e.g. day-length) in 
response to which many species have the ability, also hereditary, to 
regulate the precise number of eggs laid. The habit of breeding 
colonially and the timing of breeding seasons receive no more than 
passing mention, and there is no direct reference to the use of nest-
boxes in research or to experimental studies on egg recognition by sea-
birds. However, some of these topics are treated in earlier books of 
this series. 

There are quite a few minor inaccuracies of both fact and grammar. 
Some are due to over-generalisations, which easily occur in broad 
surveys of this kind; thus the Gannet is included among birds which 
'do not, as a rule, make much of a nest'. In Chapter III the reader is 
referred to a non-existent (but much needed) diagram showing egg
shell structure. The list of incubation periods of species 'nesting in 
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Britain' includes Stork, Eagle Owl and Great Bustard. I wish they did! 
The book is well produced and the illustrations are very good, 

even though the egg plates are not in colour. H . M A Y E R - G R O S S 

Scottish Wild l i f e . By David Stephen. Hutchinson, London, 
1964. 183 pages; 85 colour photographs. 63s. 
The author of this book is probably the best known field naturalist 
cum professional nature writer and photographer in Scotland today: as 
a lecturer and broadcaster he has made a special impact, particularly 
with child audiences. Although many years of observation of the 
ways of wild creatures have provided him with a wealth of accurate 
information from which to draw conclusions, bis sometimes over-
blunt outspokenness in presenting them has not found favour in 
certain quarters, particularly with game preservationists. Neverthe
less, his regular contributions to The Scotsman and other newspapers 
have without doubt contributed greatly in moulding public opinion t o 
a more rational approach to many current problems of conservation. 
Scottish Wild Life is essentially an album of colour photographs—a 
gathering together of pictures which have appeared previously in The 
Scottish Field, Eighty species of animals are illustrated, each plate 
being supported by a page of facing text. Birds are the chief subject, 
but there are photographs also of Badger, Fox, Brown Hare, Hedge
hog, Mole, House Mouse, Brown Rat, Red Deer, Roe Deer, Stoat, 
Weasel and Common Toad. Although most of the photographs ate 
satisfying, and some excellent, there are others which are not up t o the 
standard expected nowadays in a book of this price. The text is 
pleasantly informal and chatty, but at the same time incorporates many 
interesting snippets of observation. 

A book as general as this, and so random in its selection, would not 
normally be reviewed in this journal. The 22-page introduction is, 
however, recommended as a concise summary of man's effects on 
Scottish wild life over the years, and of what is now being done to 
redress the position. One mis-statement must be corrected; there is 
still no record of a Nightingale nesting in Scotland, notwithstanding 
the singing male at Stirling in 1952. Moreover, if the nesting of 
Montagu's Harrier in Perthshire in 1953 had required for its authenti
cation 'the photograph in this book', then proof would still be lacking: 
no harriers are pictured. W. J , E G G E L I N G 

Biology of Birds. By W. E. Lanyon. Nelson, Edinburgh and 
London, 1964. 163 pages; 64 line-drawings, maps and diagrams. 
21s . 
In this small book the author tries to cover too much ground, with the 
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result that the text is sometimes readable only to those well-versed in 
the literature and yet includes such statements as 'It may come as a 
surprise to some readers to know that birds have ears'. Why else 
would they sing and call ? 

The factual content of the book is largely correct, but in this, the 
British edition, there is one major source of error. Presumably in 
order to gain a greater appeal to British readers, the names of European 
species have sometimes been substituted for American ones in the text. 
This substitution, though credited to Sir Gavin de Beer on the flyleaf 
and to J. D. Macdonald in the preface, includes serious mistakes. For 
example, it comes as a surprise to find that the 'Greenfinch defecates 
through the opening of the nest cavity', that 'The Marsh Warbler has a 
breeding range that extends over most of southern Canada and the 
entire United States' and, indeed, that all but one of the species in the 
family Sylviidae are confined to the New World. Elsewhere the 
Willow Warbler is stated to be a bird of grassland and normally 
polygamous. 

There are a large number of line drawings. While the maps and 
diagrams are generally clear, the drawings of birds are sometimes poor. 
Nor is the choice of species for illustration always good. For example, 
the author has selected as characteristic of the Neotropics a most atypi
cal toucan and a cotinga which the reviewer failed to recognise. 

Most subjects are covered, at least slightly, though there is little 
on population studies. The book is not a worthy successor to the 
other recent books on bird biology and it is not the one that I should 
recommend to the bird-lover who wishes to widen his horizons. 

C. M. P E R R I N S 

Learning and Instinct in Animals. By W. H. Thorpe, F.R.S. 
Methuen, London, 1963. 558 pages; 9 monochrome photo
graphs; 70 text-figures. 63s. 
This is the second edition of a book which was originally published in 
1956 with the important aim of reviewing the considerable literature in 
the field of learning and of integrating this with the more naturalisti-
cally orientated studies of animal behaviour commonly associated with 
the names of K. Lorenz, N. Tinbergen and K. von Frisch. The book 
is divided into three unequal sections. The first two, which occupy 
about two-fifths of the whole, concern such general problems as the 
classification of the types of learning used by Dr. Thorpe and theories, 
still very speculative, about the nervous mechanisms underlying learn
ing. The last and longest section illustrates the different types of 
learning exhibited by animals, group by group from protozoa to 
mammals, and here the 107 pages about birds will be the main interest 
to readers of British Birds. This part, like the rest of the book, has 
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been enlarged as a result of work since the first edition was written. 
The additions include, for instance, further work on local traditions in 
behaviour, the learning of skills in pulling up strings to reach food, the 
organisation of nest building and other reproductive behaviour into an 
adaptive sequence, the habituation of the mobbing response to a 
repeated stimulus, and new facts on imprinting, social learning, imita
tion and the number sense in birds. There is also a review of orienta
tion and homing, which has been brought up to date by C. J. Penny-
cuick since the first edition. 

In selecting facts to be mentioned from the mass of material available 
about learning, Dr. Thorpe has been guided by their relevance to the 
natural history and biology of the creatures concerned. This is 
certainly where the field naturalist has most to contribute to the study 
of learning, which in many of its aspects is a highly technical laboratory 
subject with a sophisticated structure of theories linked with it. The 
learned familiarity of a bird with its territory may be crucial in deter
mining whether or not it survives in an emergency: for instance, 
Nutcrackers bury nuts in the autumn and remember their location 
months later when the ground has been covered with snow and other 
food is not available. Learning is also known to be important for 
some birds in recognising their enemies, and in acquiring the normal 
species-characteristic feeding behaviour often supposed to be innate. 
Relevant here is the development of new food habits, apparently by 
imitation, such as the well known milk-bottle opening of tits, whose 
spread in Britain was, and could only have been, documented by a 
network of amateur observers over the country. While quite a lot 
is known of the role of learning in some kinds of behaviour (e.g. song) 
largely through Dr. Thorpe's own work, in other aspects such as 
habitat choice we are almost totally ignorant of its importance for any 
species. 

This book is not easy to read, especially the first two sections, and a 
familiarity with the specialised language of psychology and biology is 
assumed, but if the field naturalist will take the trouble to achieve this 
he will be able to see his own observations in a broader and richer 
framework of ideas. J . M. C U L L E N 
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