


nithology in the twentieth century. Readers looking for these will be disappointed.
Her notes on personal events reveal the attention to minutiae that characterized
her bird observations, unrolling a chronicle of places visited, people met, and
birds seen. A person looking for lessons may discern the power of unswerving,
single-minded pursuit of one topic and also be reminded how much of science is
undramatic, plodding work.

Before becoming totally absorbed in birds, she showed her talent for close ob-
servation by recording the development of speech in her own children. She wrote
15 articles in journals of speech and psychology, but later these had been pushed
so far back in her consciousness that she does not tell us their import.

An autobiography is a human document, and in this one we glean much from
what the author does not say. Mrs. Nice, learned and observant in some respects,
seems curiously unaware in others. She spent a month in the home of the colorful
Konrad Lorenz, who was later to become a Nobel laureate and eventually to pen
the laudatory preface in this book, but the man drew less comment from her than
one of her pet birds.

We have to read between the lines to guess how the mother of five small
daughters could find time for dawn-to-dusk surveillance of birds and nests. It is a
fair inference that her husband, Leonard Blain Nice, played a role not fully
described here, not only in domestic affairs (she mentioned that he cooked on
camping trips) but also in her scientific education. He was a physiologist and
professor at three universities, and collaborated with Mrs. Nice in several of her
early papers. It is clear he made sacrifices to encourage her scientific career, but
we look in vain for any insight into his career or her involvement in it.

One of Mrs. Nice’s surprising blind spots was mathematics. Although dealing
constantly with quantities, she used none of the tools of modern statistics and
seemed not to be gifted with mathematical intuition. I encountered this trait
through correspondence with her about a topic that was one of her specialties —
comparison of the number of nests built, eggs laid, and young fledged by various
bird species. In a comprehensive summary of other published material, she con-
structed tables and calculated innumerable percentages but remained in the dark
about a fundamental difficulty that invalidated many of her comparisons. In her
autobiography she unwittingly touched on the problem in a comment about her
own work with the Song Sparrow. ‘“Had I found a tenth of the nests I had looked
for? I doubted it. Next time, I resolved, I would study a bird whose nests are easy
to locate.”” Yet she did not see that differences in nest concealment and observers’
skill made comparisons unreliable. When I pointed out that nests lasting longer
were more likely to be found than nests lost early, and this introduced a serious
bias into various calculations, she replied, ‘ ‘I simply do not understand it.””’

I allude to these quirks in personality not to diminish her stature but to
suggest that the singular degree of specialization and concentration which helped
her achieve so much was accompanied by surprising obliviousness in some
respects.

Admirers of Mrs. Nice will enjoy nearly a dozen photographs of her and her
family, and will appreciate the small sketches from her pen at each chapter
heading.
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