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OBITUARY. 

CHARLES BETHUNE MOFFAT. 
(1859-1945). 

CHARLES Betlmne Moffat, to the great regret of his many friends, 
died on October 14th, 1945. He was born in the Isle of Man on 
January\16th, 1859, being the eldest of the seven children of the 
late James and Annie Moffat. When Charles was about a year and 
a half old, his parents came to Ireland and settled at Ballyhyland, 
Co. Wexford. It was at Ballyhyland that the young Charles 
began his study of Natural History, and it was there that in his 
mature years he made most of those careful and detailed field 
observations which formed the basis of much in his writings and 
lectures. 

As a boy he was at school for a few years in the Isle of Man, but 
he finished his secondary education at a private school in Co. 
Wexford. In the year 1875 he entered Trinity College, Dublin, 
where he had a very distinguished career, securing First Rank 
Honours in Logic, Metaphysics and Ethics. In 1879 he obtained 
Senior Moderatorship in Mental and Moral Philosophy, was awarded 
a Gold Medal, and had his B.Ä. Degree conferred on December 17th. 

Deciding tö follow Law as his profession, he entered at King's 
Inns and was called to the Bar in 1881. But when he had taken 
only one Brief he was diverted from Law to Journalisrn. He was 
for many years attached to the (Dublin) Daily Express as a leader 
writer on Politics, Literature and Natural History. 

With such a background, we can readily understand how Moffat 
was able to apply his great gifts with advantage to the study of 
Natural History in many of its branches. He became a zoologist 
of note ; he was an authority on bats and he wrote The Mammals of 
Ireland for the Royal Irish Academy. He was a botanist and an 
entomologist. But he was best known as an ornithologist. He 
was fortunate to find himself in his early years in an environment 
which gave scope for the development of his natural bent for 
bird-watching. Ballyhyland was an ideal place for an observer 
with its woods and streams and ponds and with its varied hinter-
land to the Blackstairs Mountains. There he watched and recorded 
in his diary what he had seen and heard. Half a Century before 
bird-watching was brought to a fine art, he watched birds and noted 
every detail of their calls and songs and habits. Decades before 
the Coming of the bird-specialists, he specialized in the, ordinary 
birds of the count^side. 

Moffat's articles on birds in the Daily Express were of a populär 
nature. In his bnlky vohime The Life and Leiters of A. G. More 
(1897) he showed his great knowledge of birds, especially of Irish 
birds. He wrote a few articles for The Zoologist, but his most 
numerous contributions were to The Irish Naturalist (1892-1924), 
in which he published some 40 articles and short notes and the 
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reviews of upwards of 40 books on birds. From 1925 he wrote 
occasionally for the Irish Naturalists' Journal, of which he was 
one of the assistant editors. 

Perhaps his most important. contribution to ornithology was bis 
paper " The Spring Rivalry of Birds," read to the Dublin 
Naturalists' Field Club on March lOth, 1903, and published in the 
same year in the June issue of The Irish Naturalist. It was the 
first time that the principle of Territory among birds, as now 
generally understood and accepted, was put before the public in 
these countries. His thesis, which he elaborated in later lectures 
and 'papers, was that the battles fought between the male birds 
in spring have for their object, not the winning of particular females, 
but the acquiring of suitable plots of land, and that the song and 
bright plumage of the male are a warning to other males and an 
intimation to a female that a suitable territory has been acquired. 
He was too optimistic about the low rate of mortality of young 
birds, but his view that " there is a large reserve of unmated birds, 
and moreover of birds perfectly willing to mate, yet waiting patiently 
for vacancies to occur in some of the partnerships already existing," 
is accepted by many ornithologists. 

Just as Moffat did not know of Bernard Altum's great book, Der 
Vogel und sein Leben, published in 1868, in which all the essentials 
of the concept of Territory, including song, were stated, so for more 
than twenty years his own paper on Territory was unnoticed by 
ornithologists both in England and America. But recognition 
came at last, and Moffat is now admitted to be not only an early 
exponent of the theory of Territory but one of the first to use the 
term in its modern sense. 

White he remained to the end the Consultant to whom Irish 
ornithologists naturally turned for help and advice, he largely 
devoted the last years of his life to the cause of Bird Protection. 
As Honorary Secretary and Treasurer of the Irish Society for the 
Protection of Birds he promoted the establishment of Bird 
Sanctuaries, and by letters to the press, by leaflets and by his 
Annual Reports he did much to spread the knowledge and love of 
birds. P. G. KENNEDY. 




