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No other woman in orn itho logy has achieved the fame of Margaret Morse 
Nice. Her standing in Europe as well as America was attested by many honors , 
and she was the only member of her sex to head any major American or­
nithological organization . Her life history of the Song Sparrow is st ill one of the 
most widely quote d of all studies of a bird species. In America she pioneered the 
study of life history through intim ate observation of th e individual bird. Her status 
as a celebrity was enhanced because she was an " amateur " and " housewife" ­
that is , not supported by any institution nor earning her livelihood as professor , 
mu seum curato r, or biologist - althoug h she did not relish this distinction. She 
prided herself on being a ' 'scientist. " 

To a remarkable degree she combined the enthusiastic field observer and 
library scholar. Her output was prodigious. She wrote 30 ,000 letters to or ­
nith ologists around the world , 6 books, 250 journal art icles , and 3, 280 reviews 
of the works of others. Her efforts helped elevate the review section of Bird Band­
ing to a prominent position in every research library . In this process she used her 
considerable linguistic skills to bring Cont inenta l stu dies to the attention of the 
English-speaking audience . 

Alt hough soft-spoken and modest in demeanor , she was capable of strong 
opinions. and she possessed an author 's egotism to believe her words were worthy 
of preservation . She began keeping a journal at age 8 . Unlike many natu ralists 
who are not under academic pressure to publish , she put her findings into print 
promptly. She was inte rested in birds from childhood , but her intense devotion to 
this subject did not come until she was in her thirties. 

Thi s book traces her life from birth in 1883 in Massachu setts unti l a few years 
before her death in Chicago in 1974 , but the last 30 years are treated lightly in a 
few closing pages . The greater part of this account concerns the years in 
Massachusetts before her marr iage , the period at Norman while her husband 
taught at the University of Oklahoma . the importan t time in Columbus , Oh io , 
where she did most of her field work on th e Song Sparrow, and the earlier port ion 
of her long stay in Chicago when her opportunity for field work was diminished 
but her scholarly efforts were at th eir peak. 

In these days it may seem invidious to advert to the sex of a distinguished 
scientist , but Mrs. Nice had stro ng feminist views. Through correspondence she 
cultivated the friendship of women ornithologists and deplored the domestic role 
allotted to women. She considered housework a waste of time for people of talent 
and reduced it to a minim um in her own home. Soit was appropriate that the first 
ornithological club for women only, founded in 19 52 in Toronto , was named in 
her honor , and this club sponsored the publication of this biography under the 
leadership of Doris Heustis Speirs , who edited the volume. 

Such a long and distinguished career may arouse our expectation of a moving 
personal story. a glimpse into the minds of the great ornithologists who were her 
friends. and perhaps an Olympian view of the development of American or ­



nithology in the twentieth centu ry. 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 journ als 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, andin this one we gleanmuch from 
what the author does not say. Mrs. Nice, learned andobservant in SOffie 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 insightinto hiscareeror her involvementin it. 

One of Mrs. Nice's surprising blind spots was mathematics. Although dealing 
constantly with quantities , she used none of the tools of modem statistics and 
seemed not to be gifted with mathematical intuition . I encounte red 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 tent h 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 I 
skill made comparisons unreliable. When I pointed out that nests lasting longer 
were more likely to be found than nests lost early, and th is introduced a serious 
bias into various calculations , she replied, " I simply do not understand it.I I 

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. 

Harold F. Mayfield 
Waterville, Ohio 43 566 
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