
LETTERS 
To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

" T H E NATURAL HISTORY OF BRITISH GAME 
BIRDS." B Y J. G. MILLAIS. 

SIRS,—In offering the following remarks on Mr. Millais' 
work I should like it to be clearly understood that they are 
not made in any spirit of carping criticism, but merely from 
a desire to prevent important and interesting facts, which 
have already been well ascertained and correctly described, 
from being obscured or misrepresented. 

On turning over the leaves of Mr. Millais' imposing-looking 
volume one had hoped to find that the life-history of the 
few species included had been treated in such an exhaustive 
manner that nothing of importance had been omitted or 
could be added to throw further light on the subject. But, 
unfortunately, this is by no means the case, and on reading 
the letterpress we find many serious omissions, inaccuracies 
and careless statements which seriously detract from the 
work, and cannot be allowed to pass unchallenged. Mr. 
Millais' work will be widely read, and we learn on the best 
authority that the first edition has already been sold out ; it 
is therefore necessary to draw attention to certain important 
points which require revision in a possible subsequent edition. 

On page 37 one comes to the Red Grouse (Lagopus scoticus), 
a species of unusual interest not only from an economic 
point of view, but also on account of the complicated and 
bewildering changes of plumage it undergoes. After devoting 
many years to the study of these changes, I was the 
first to discover exactly what takes place, and to explain the 
laws which govern the apparently innumerable variations 
in the plumage of both the male and the female. 

In 1893 I published a brief summary of the results of my 
investigations in the " Catalogue of the Birds in the British 
Museum " (XXII., pp. 36-38) ; and later these were fully 
described and illustrated in a paper by myself in the " Annals 
of Scottish Natural History" (1894, pp. 129-140, pis. v. 
and vi.), and in my " Handbook to the Game-Birds" 
(i., pp. 27-34, pis. ii. and iii. (1895). Since that date I have 
examined a very large number of Red Grouse and have found 
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no occasion to modify or alter the conclusions then arrived at, 
which were based on incontestible evidence. The majority 
of the birds I had for examination are preserved in the 
Natural History Museum, and may be examined by any one 
who is interested in the matter. 

When I first began to make a serious study of the apparently 
endless variation to be found in the plumage of this species 
there was no material available for examination in the 
Museum ; but through the kindness of various landowners 
in Scotland I was able to procure a large and very complete 
series of birds killed twice a month during every month of 
the year, and was thus able to examine in the flesh the plumage 
of every individual. I t was then that I discovered the 
remarkable peculiarity of the moults of the Red Grouse, 
one without parallel among birds, even of this genus, viz., 
that the changes of plumage of the male and female occur 
at different seasons. 

The facts ascertained may be briefly summed up as 
follows :— 

The male has no distinct spring-plumage, but has distinct 
autumn- and winter-plumages, and retains the latter through
out the breeding season. 

The female has a distinct spring-plumage, which is complete 
by the end of April or the beginning of May, also a distinct 
autumn-plumage, which is retained till the following spring. 

To put it more concisely, both male and female have two 
distinct moults during the year, but in the male they occur 
in autumn and winter, and in the female in spring and autumn, 
the former having no distinct spring- and the latter no 
distinct winter-plumage. 

The Red Grouse is generally regarded as merely an insular 
form of the Willow-Grouse, and it might naturally be supposed 
that as the British species does not turn white in winter, 
such protective plumage being unnecessary in the localities 
it inhabits, the winter-moult had been gradually dropped. 
But, as has been already shown, this is the case with the 
female only, and the male, for some unknown reason, changes 
all or the greater part of the newly-acquired buff-and-black 
autumn-plumage for a winter-garb of chestnut and black, 
which is retained till the following autumn. 

During the past five years Dr. Edward A. Wilson, while 
acting for the " Grouse Commission," has examined many 
thousands of Red Grouse killed throughout the year, and he 
confirms my observations and agrees that without doubt the 
male breeds in his winter-plumage. 
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In spite of my exhaustive papers on the plumage of the 
Red Grouse published between 1893 and 1895, Mr. Millais 
(p. 38) makes the following statement* :— 

" Until 1909 naturalists do not seem to have devoted much time to 
the study of the summer plumage of the Bed Grouse, probably owing 
to the difficulty of obtaining specimens. Mr. Ogilvie-Grant, in his 
excellent little book on the Game Birds (p. 29), considers that the 
Red Grouse, being an insular form, living in warmer latitudes where 
a white winter dress is unnecessary, has gradually dropped the spring 
moult necessary to his northern relation, the Willow Groxise, and in 
the main he is r igh t ; but not completely so. He states definitely, 
moreover, tha t the male breeds in the ' winter dress,' suggesting tha t 
there is no accession of new feathers similar to the summer dress of 
the Willow Grouse, and in this he is incorrect " [the italics are mine]. 

If before publishing the above extraordinary and entirely 
misleading statement Mr. Millais had taken the trouble to 
visit the Bird-Room at the Natural History Museum, he might 
there have inspected a series of Red Grouse, both male and 
female, killed in every month of the year, which must have 
convinced him that it was he himself who wras entirely in 
error. Though I have not retained for the Museum the whole 
material examined in the flesh (some 200 birds killed 
throughout the year), he would have found a series of about 
150 carefully selected specimens, which when laid out month 
by month tell their own story. 

I must most emphatically deny that " a considerable 
pattern change " takes place in the winter-plumage of the 
male ; nothing of the kind occurs, though with the approach 
of spring and the greater abundance of food the birds possibly 
become more glossy, the secretions of the oil-gland, with 
which the feathers are lubricated and polished being no doubt 
more copious at that season. Males in winter-plumage vary 
greatly; in some individuals the upperparts are almost 
entirely clad in the chestnut-and-black winter-plumage and 
very few of the more coarsely-marked buff-and-black autumn-
feathers are retained, in others a greater or lesser number of 
autumn-feathers are conspicuous among the new winter-
plumage. These differences are purely individual, as was 
fully set forth in my " Handbook to the Game-Birds " 
(i., P- 30). 

Probably these variously marked birds retaining a greater 
or lesser number of autumn-feathers are what Mr. Millais 
alludes to when he asserts (p. 38) that " a considerable 
pattern change was also noticeable." 

* The same statement had previously been published by Mr. Millais 
in the Supplement to the " Field " on the 7th of August, 1909, p . vii., 
headed " The Summer Plumage of the Cock Grouse," but had escaped 
my attention. 
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On page 40 he sums up his involved and somewhat lengthy 
remarks as follows :— 

" In conclusion, it is the case tha t the summer or breeding plumage 
of the cock grouse is achieved, for the most part , by repigmentation 
and pat tern change of most of the winter feathers below the neck, and 
above that part by a gradual spring moult (differing considerably in 
individuals as to date), whilst in the case of certain males these 
ornamental ' feathers may extend in small numbers to the nape, 
scapulars, chest, back and tail-coverts, thus partly forming an orna
mental nuptial dress similar in character to tha t of the Willow Grouse. 
I t is also a new and curious fact tha t the male should moult the 
feathers of the legs and feet a t any period between March 30th and 
June 17th, as the margin of time is so very wide." 

Mr. Millais has entirely misunderstood the meaning of 
what he has seen. In the first place the " new richly marked 
black and yellow feathers " (see p. 39) which he found on the 
head, neck, etc., of two birds killed on the 1st and 13th of 
May respectively were, of course, the beginning of the 
aMtoiM-plumage, which every male assumes and which always 
commences to appear on the head and neck. In some indi
viduals a few of these feathers may be found even as early as 
March and April, but this is by no means always the case, 
for they generally begin to appear towards the end of May or 
early in June. I can produce a male killed in December in 
which a few black and yellow feathers can be found coming 
in on the crown and nape. Such precocious birds are, 
however, quite exceptional, and do not in any way alter the 
certain fact that the male Red Grouse does breed in his 
winter-plumage without undergoing any change in pattern 
or otherwise. 

In another place Mr. Millais appears to have had a 
glimmering of the truth, for he writes (p. 39) :— 

" These summer-plumage features (sic) would doubtless form part 
of the true autumn-plumage and would be cast somewhere about mid-
September, but t ha t does not seem to detract from the fact tha t they 
are a separate and ornamental a t t r ibute achieved by the bird for 
decorative purposes during the time of brilliance, whilst in colour they 
are in no way quite similar to the dull buff and black autumnal dress 
assumed in June . " 

If these black and yellow feathers " doubtless form part 
of the true autumn-plumage " one may ask how can they 
possibly be regarded as representing a breeding-plumage ? 
Are we to believe that these feathers on the head and neck 
which are " in no way quite similar to the dull buff and black 
autumnal dress " are again replaced at the autumn moult? 

I think if Mr. Millais will re-examine the feet of the birds 
killed in April, etc., he will find that they are not moulting, 
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but that what he has mistaken for growing feathers are 
merely the worn down stumps of the old ones. 

Speaking of the female Red Grouse Mr. Millais writes 
(p. 38) : _ 

" Mr. Ogilvie-Grant, who has made a close study of the species, 
asserts t ha t every female at tains the whole summer dress by means of 
a moult, but though this may be regular, I am not a t all convinced tha t 
it is the invariable rule." 

This is entirely a misrepresentation. I never said that the 
whole of the summer-plumage was attained in this way. 
What I really wrote was : "So far as I have been able to 
ascertain from examining a large number of specimens, the 
summer-feathers of the upperparts are always attained by 
moult, and never by change of pattern." I particularly 
mentioned that the feathers of the chest, sides and flanks are 
assumed partly by moult and partly by change of pattern 
(see Handbook to the Game Birds, I., pp. 31-34). 

It seems a pity that no coloured plate is given of the male 
Red Grouse in his autumn-plumage ; three plates are devoted 
to the different types in winter-plumage, but the former, 
which is so interesting, so striking, and so little known to 
sportsmen should surely have been figured. 

The general remarks on Pheasants (p. 75) betray an entire 
ignorance of the various species. One instance is sufficient. 
The Japanese Pheasant (Phasianus versicolor), we are told, 
is a sub-species of the Common Pheasant (P. colchicus) ! It 
would be difficult to imagine two more well-marked species, 
one being confined to the islands of Japan, while the other is 
found only in Western Trans-Caucasia and on the eastern and 
south-eastern coasts of the Black Sea. 

Mr. Millais says that he is quite unable to accept all the 
local forms of the Common Pheasant scattered over an immense 
area and differing only in trifling particulars from one another, 
but in most cases they inhabit areas quite apart. I do not 
think from reading what he has written that he can have 
read Mr. Buturlin's articles on the true Pheasants in the 
" Ibis " (1904, pp. 377-414, and 1908, pp. 570-592). Mr. 
Buturlin enumerates a large number of forms, species and 
sub-species, but although many naturalists will agree that 
all these are not distinctive enough to be separated, some, 
such as P. alpherakyi, appear to be well characterised. It 
is this species Mr. Millais figures under the name P. hagenbecki, 
which is a very distinct species. The only example of 
Hagenbeck's Pheasant in this country is the type-specimen 
in the Tring Museum, and this Mr. Millais has never seen. 
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He has made a mistake in supposing that the birds which were 
sold in the Leadenhall Market were P. hagenbecki. They 
were, as Mr. Buturlin informs us, P, alpherakyi, and came 
from Kharbin near the Siberian railway, which does not pass 
anywhere near the Kobdo Valley, in the Southern Altai, the 
home of P. hagenbecki. This error was no doubt partly due 
to Mr. Tegetmeier, who took it for granted that the Leadenhall 
birds were P. hagenbecki, and he, like Mr. Millais, had never 
seen the type-specimen at Tring. The mistake had, however, 
been corrected by Mr. Buturlin in 1904. 

That the various species of Pheasant should interbreed 
where their different geographical ranges meet is not surprising. 
The Blackcock crosses with the Capereaillie, the Willow-
Grouse, the Red Grouse and the Hazel-Hen, which belong 
to different genera, but even Mr. Millais does not suggest 
that for this reason they are to be regarded as sub-species of 
one another. 

It is disappointing to find that no mention whatever is 
made of the Red-legged Partridge in its first plumage, which 
is so remarkable that young birds shot in early September 
are constantly supposed to be hybrids between that species 
and the Common Partridge. I have them sent or brought 
to me nearly every year as such. 

Lastly, the bird figured as the female of the Quail is not 
that species, but the red-throated " Cape Quail," a smaller 
resident bird met with in South Africa and in some of the 
islands off the African coast. Both this and the common 
species occur in the Azores, and are easily distinguished when 
on the wing. Typical examples of the Common Quail have 
the cheeks and throat white, with the black anchor-shaped 
mark well developed. 

W. R. OGILVIE-GRANT. 
British Museum (Natural History), 

Cromwell Road, S.W. 
January 22nd, 1910. 
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