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PAacIrIc COAST AVIFAUNA | No. 3 | Check-list
of California Birds | by | Joseph Grinnell | San-
ta Clara, California | published by the Cooper
Ornithological Club, June 25, 1902; pp 1-92, 2
maps, royal 8 vo.

The long-expected State List has appeared in
the form of a well compiled and useful check-
list from the pen of Mr. Grinnell. The pains-
taking labor involved in digging out and veri-
fying records and synonyms is not such as
would appeal to most Californians, who, per-
haps, are chronically eager for quick results.
For this reason the finished Check-list will
prove all the more acceptable to us, and Mr.

" Grinnell is to be congratulated on the success-
ful completion of the largest and best prepared
State List that has yet appeared. Not only is
the Check-list full but it is likewise authorita-
tive, and it is to be hoped that our club mem-
bers will adopt this as a basis for future faunal
lists.

The paper of ninety-two pages opens with a
preface explaining the author’s stand on ques-
tions of nomenclature, and his attitude in
regard to the admission of doubtful records and
species in poor standing. ‘‘In compiling the
present list, the author has tried to be reason-
ably conservative as regards the admission of
species in doubtful standing. In order to he
worthy of a place on the State List an ‘acci-
dental’ must have been as a rule secured and
preserved so that it can he re-identified when-
ever desirable. The more unusual and unex-
pected the alleged occurrence of a species, the
better the evidence must be of such occurrence
before it can be accepted asauthentic.”’ For this
reason the Hypothetical List is rather long. The
sequence of the American Ornithologists’ Union
Check-list has been followed, but the nomen-
clature in many cases ‘“has been remodeled ac-
cording to the best of the author’s own knowl-
edge.”’ The author has taken the commendable
stand that ¢ ‘A binomial is preferable to a tri-

_nomial when there is any good excuse for its
adoption.’ (Ridgway),” and has consequently
reduced to binomials a number of names which
have usually been written as trinomials. Dis-
carding the “slight degree of difference”
heresy, and the criterion of intergradation
thru individual variation as leading to endless
‘confusion, the author has regarded as sub-
species only such forms as have been found to
intergrade over a continuous geographical area.
Consequently all insular and geographically
isolated forms are treated as distinct species.
To the present reviewer this appears a mos
sensible course, a course not incompatible with
logic and facts, and one which in the pages of
the Check-list has proven thoroughly practic
able. Such a stand may at first seem radical,
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but in reality it is only in heed to the verysane
warning uttered nearly twenty years ago by
Dr. Stejneger.

There has been a marked tendency to reduce
binomials to trinomials in recent years, merely
on supposition of intergradation, or from ‘‘slight
degree of difference’” qualifications. This,
rather than the so-called hair-splitting, has
been the chief injury to ornithology. For some
time the insidious ‘‘degree of difference’” cri-
terion has held a pernicious place in the affec-
tions of some of our systematists, and has
proved to be one of the most unscientific
theories of the many which must be charged
against ornithology. To assume that all species
are separated by approximately the same
amount of difference is palpably absurd for we
know that while some petfectly good species
can hardly be told from their nearest relatives,
others are subgenerically separated from their
closest congeners. Because one species can
not readily be told from another does not nec-
essarily militate against its validity as a full
species. Nor, in the absence of any scientific
evidence, does it make more excusable the use
of a trinomial as an easy solution of the diffi-
culty. TUnder this regime the particular mood
of the describer and nothing else would deter-
mine whether a new species receive a binomial
or a trinomial designation. One of the boasts
of science has been the minimizing of the per-
sonal equation but here we have to do with
little else. For the use of trinomials in insular
forms, much can be said, and admittedly this
is a problem hard to settle. But beyond an
apparent advantage in showing relationship (a
function which nomenclature can not hope to
fulfil) the trinomial possesses no advantage
over the binomial, We should not allow mat-
ters of personal convenience to obscure what
seem to be the real facts. Surely the facts
would warrant the binomial here, as in the
case of the geographically isolated ‘race.’ In
this case individual variation has been mis-
taken for geographical, or has been taken as
sufficient evidence of subspecific rank. By
adopting a simple rule as a guide the author of
the present check-list has tried to root out as
many of the spurious trinomials as facts would
permit. A salutary course for the future would
be the application of Dr. J. A. Allen’s golden
rule ‘‘the test of intergradation,” Should
any enthusiastic trinomalist wish to reduce bi-
nomials the hurden of proof must rest with
him.

Two colored maps of California, one illus-
trating the life zones and the other the faunal
areas will be of great use in elucidating the dis-
tribution of species, especially for those who
are not very familiar with the physiography
and climate of this wonderfully diversified
state. The life zones are those made familiar
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by Dr. Merriam'’s various publications on the
subject. The faunal areas comprise (1) the
“Humid Coast Fauna,” which -is subdivided
into a ‘“‘Northern Humid Coast Belt” and a
southern ‘‘Santa Cruz District;”’ (2) the *‘Cali-
fornia Fauna’’ including the dry ‘“San Joaquin-
Sacramento Basin,”’ ‘‘San  Francisco Bay
Region,” ‘‘San Diegan District,”” and ‘‘Santa
Barbara Islands’’; (3) the Sierran Fauna,”
divided into two subfaunas, the “Sierra Ne-
vada’ and Southern Sierras;”’ (4) the ‘“Arid
Interior Fauna,” including the ‘‘Great Basin’
and ‘‘Colorado Desert’ subfaunas.

The Check-list comprises pages 9 to 74, and
the Hypothetical List 75 to 79. This is followed
by a full index of names and synonyms. The
list includes the scientific name of each species
with the original authority and the authority
for the combination. Each name is preceded
by a running list number, and, in parenthesis,
the A. O. U. Check-list number. Following the
scientific name, on the line below, i the com-
mon or Eng ish name. TUnder each species is
given a list of synonyms, that is ““all the other
names besides the accepted one by which
each species has bheen known in California lit-
erature.”” Following this is the ‘status’ which
“is intended to give in a condensed sentence
the range, comparative abundance and season
of occurrence of the species in question. The
range is usually expressed by Zones and
Faunal Areas which are outlined in the accom-
panying maps.”’ The list comprises 491 species
and subspecies which are distributed thru the
orders as follows: Pygopodes, 17; Tongipennes,
23; Tubinares, 17: Steganopodes, 6; Anseres, 42;
Herodiones, 10; Palvdicola:, 8; Limicole, 37;
Gallinze, 9; Columbwae, 4; Raptores, 38; Coc-
cyges, 3; Pici, 21; Macrochires, 17; Passeres,
239. The Hypothetical List includes 33 species.

The author’s ‘‘conservatism’ has led him to
include all species as well as subspecies that in
any way seem worthy of recognition, for, as
he states, a subspecies is as imporantas a
species (and, the reviewer would add, often
much more imporant in bringing to light facts
of distribution, migration routes, and the effect
of environments). Despite the oft repeated
‘regrets’ of lay ornithologists, and the objec-
tions of those scientists whose knowledge comes
by inspiration rather than from specimens,
these finely split subspecies exist in nature and
are the very factors which make the avifauna
of California the most perplexing and likewise
one of the most interesting in all of North
America. We heartily agree with our foremost
systematist, Mr. Ridgway, that the bhest in-
terests of science are subserved by prosecuting
the present methods of splitting to a logical
conclusion.

Not a few of the forms accepted by Mr. Grin-
nell have been excluded from the A. O. U.
Check-list, and likewise a few appearing in
this standard work have heen omitted from the
California Check-list. Probably we have no
reason to hope for mnomenclatural stability
until systematic ornithology has ceased to
progress.

The present paper is the most important
work on California ornithologv that has ap-
peared in recent vears.—W. K. F.
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OBKRHOLSER'S REVIEW OF THE HORNED
LARKS (Proc. U.S. N. M. XXV, fune 1902,
2p. Sor-883, pll. XLIII-XLV, maps I-IV)—
This paper strikes us as a model of detailed sys-
tematic work. Points of nomenclature seem
to be worked out beyond question, and the
standard of nameable races appeals to usas
quite conservative enough. TFor the present,
at least, we ought to be justified in accepting
Mr. Oherholser’s conclusions as decisive.

As affecting California, several important
changes are made. The subspecies we have
been calling chrysolema is renamed actia, the
former name proving exclusively applicable to
a distinct Mexican form. What we have known
as arenicola from the southeastern deserts is
separated from the more eastern forms as a new
race, ammmophila, A new race is also described
from the vicinity of Yuma and is called leucan-
siptila. A Rocky Mountain form, lexcolema,
is recorded from the east-central border of the
State in winter. All the rest of the races
are as given in our “‘Checklist of California
Birds,”” making, all together, eight distinct
horned larks occurring in California.

From a more general point of view Mr. Ober-
holser’s paper is of decided interest. While
Henshaw in 1884 recognized by name eight
different horned larks from North America,
and Dwight in 18go distinguished eleven forms
from the same region, Mr. Oberho'ser’s studies
lead him to recognize no less than twenty-
one different forms, all of which he treats as
subspecies of Ofocoris alpesiris. This growing
number is partly accounted for by an increase
of available material, and also is significant of
the rapid development of our analytical facul-
ties. We can but await the results of the next
Otocoris-monographer’s work with especial in-
terest. As Mr. Oberholser states in the present
paper, almost infinite division is possible, and
he might have easily doubled the number of
races admitted. What will be the degree of
difference recognized twelve years hence?

There is one practice in this paper which
seems fo us open to question. To select a case
for illustration, Mr. Oberholser gives Stockton
as a station for /lewcolema based on one (or
more) winter specimens. Now may not this
individual, showing an aggregate of characters
nearest leucol@ma, be not simply an individual
extreme of, say, merril/z; which occurs in num-
bers in the same locality at the same season?
The author plainly states that individual and
‘‘local’’ variation within the range of a well-
defined race may produce extreme types more
different from each other than the average of
that race is from the average of another of an
entirely separate range. Is there not danger of
denoting such extreme individuals by the
names of similarly looking subspecies when
their real affinities are not with those races at
all? It is very evident that mistakes of this
kind would lead to wrong deductions in regard
to migratory movements, and distribution in
general, which is after all where the chief
value of distinguishing geographical races
comes in.—J. G.



