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Acclaimed scientist and author Bernd Heinrich has returned every year since boyhood to a beloved patch of
western Maine woods. What is the biology in humans of this deep-in-the-bones pull toward a particular
place, and how is it related to animal homing?

Heinrich explores the fascinating science chipping away at the mysteries of animal migration: how geese
imprint true visual landscape memory; how scent trails are used by many creatures, from fish to insects to
amphibians, to pinpoint their home if they are displaced from it; and how the tiniest of songbirds are
equipped for solar and magnetic orienteering over vast distances. Most movingly, Heinrich chronicles the
spring return of a pair of sandhill cranes to their home pond in the Alaska tundra. With his trademark
“marvelous, mind-altering” prose (Los Angeles Times), he portrays the unmistakable signs of deep
psychological emotion in the newly arrived birds—and reminds us that to discount our own emotions toward
home is to ignore biology itself.
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From Reader Review The Homing Instinct: Meaning and Mystery
in Animal Migration for online ebook

Stacy Mignano says

Good writing, just not a cohesive book.

Julien Bramel says

The first half is interesting and scientific in focus, the second half is a bit more autobiographical and
sometimes reads as a series of vignettes stitched together. It’s fine if you want to read about the Maine
woods, hunting, local history sprinkled with animal and plant details. But i was expecting it to deal more in
detail with homing and migration (why, how). I get the sense some of the scientific questions are not
completely settled.

Wendi says

I’ve always been fascinated by the homing instinct, and particularly the history of science being unable to
completely explain how it works. So I appreciated the opportunity to read Heinrich’s new book all about the
homing instinct.

And it is all about the homing instinct. Quite a lot, even for a reader so interested in the subject. Birds,
animals, insects, amphibians, humans are all included. I appreciate and agree with his predicating his
descriptions of the creatures with, “I realize that this smacks to some of anthropomorphism, a pejorative term
that has been used for the purpose of separating us from the rest of life.” However, many of the homing
instincts he attributes to humans feels a bit sentimentalized, more of the spiritual than the literal and physical.
I’m perfectly accepting of attributing emotion and empathy to animals but then to attribute most of the whole
of homing motivations in human to these sentiments feels too biased for me.

Heinrich Heinrich's writing is comfortably both scientific and intimate. He writes of studies and scientific
observations, but many of those observations are his own. I enjoyed Heinrich's black and white sketches of
the insects and animals he observed scattered throughout the book, which made it feel even more personal,
like a journal. A reader more scientifically focused may not appreciate this, but this is why I like writers of
Heinrich's ilk. I'm attracted to these sorts of books because of the scientific elements but am often better
engaged by autobiographical frosting. I never fully understand (especially when I kind of feel this way
myself), when a reviewer writes that they feel that a book was too long; it is as long as it is because the
author felt the included material was important. But sometimes maybe they feel longer when the subject is so
throughly exhausted that it leaves the reader exhausted?

I'm thankful that Houghton Mifflin Harcourt gave me the opportunity to explore this book. I've always
wanted to read Heinrich's Mind of the Raven, because of my fascination with all things corvid, and now I'm
even more anxious to do so (though I will when I'm ready to be fully immersed in the subject!)



Matt says

Finally! It took me a while to get through this, but I was distracted, between big life events and many of the
other books I want to read, have started to read, or finished reading since my last post. This is the first Bernd
Heinrich book for me to read; I had been wanting to read something by him for a while. At first I wasn’t
sure, but I think this was a good one to start with. It is a collection of loosely related pieces. About half of the
book is about the science of migration, and the other approximate half is personal memoir, pertaining to the
author’s own homing instinct. The timing proved to be appropriate for me, in a symbolic way: the day I
began reading, and the day I finished, I was away from home, but in between, and for over a year now I have
been at home and wanting to move on. However, I love my home, and understand Heinrich’s feelings about
the Maine woods he grew up in.

So many subjects are covered in this book, and maybe it tries to cover too much. As a whole, it could be
more cohesive, but it is well written and any chapter is enjoyable on its own. How does he decide what to
include?, I found myself wondering. His familiarity with so many organisms and the science pertaining to
them serves this book well. The sketches are also a nice supplement to the text.

The bird on the cover, for example, is a bar-tailed godwit, which can fly across the Pacific Ocean non-stop!
It does this after nesting in Alaska, flying to Australia or New Zealand. Flying from there to Alaska, it makes
a few stops, and in these flights changes its body weight by 2-3 times. This is just one of the many profiles
crammed into the book. All are fun to read. Each species is unique in its homing “instinct” and he
acknowledges this. Sandhill cranes are the opener, and bees buzz among many pages. I didn’t know there
were no bees in North America until the colonists brought them here in the early-mid 1600s. To give a sense
of what the author’s personality might be like, he counted over 500 of one species of insect while jogging (as
recorded in a journal of his in 1985). Also, later in the book he compares his own physiology to that of a bee.

The chapter “By the Sun, Stars, and Magnetic Compass” seemed more organized and flows better, though
maybe I was more focused when reading it. In general I tend to enjoy books more if I can read them in short
periods of time with extended “sessions”. Reading a little bit here and there (for the first time) is usually less
pleasant, so that may bias my reviewing.

“Home-making in Suriname” was only loosely related to the theme of the book, but is a good stand-alone
travel adventure that found its home in this text and comes away with a nice message. The setting reminded
me of “The Lost Steps” by Alejo Carpentier, for better or worse, and it is exciting to read about a challenging
excursion into one of the few still-pristine places. In the last chapter of the second section about how
communal homes first arose, the mentioned hypothetical speculation happened around the time the expected
processes were observed in real species. Perhaps this inspired him to speculate on the unpleasant topic of
population control of the Homo genus.

In one of the ‘personal’ chapters at the cabin in the woods, there is a real-life Charlotte the spider. Her story
is drawn largely from the author’s journal, where it is evident that he is a keen observer of his wild visitors
and their behavior. This is in addition to the experiments of others – some simple, some quite clever – that
spice up the book. His own backyard home experiments with Chestnut trees are a demonstration of
boundaries by seed dispersal, and are a nice conservation effort. Heinrich’s relationship with his nephew is a
good one, and brings a real human element to this interesting collection of natural histories. The book’s
epilogue is like a short chapter, a biograph, the family’s connection to the land and to other people there. I



can say that I got a few interesting facts out of this read, and at a less busy time of my life I look forward to
reading more of the author’s works.

Note: this book was provided through Net Galley, and my review also appears on my blog (http://matt-
stats.blogspot.com/).

James says

It was an interesting read. a little to detailed for me but that is probably because I read mostly fiction. I
giving it three stars not because it wasn't a great book on the topic, it just did not appeal to me.

Sookie says

Fact: my last name is name of a tiny village in southern India where storks and herons migrate post monsoon
season. When I visited this village several years ago, the villagers mention how the birds move around the
area with familiarity. In this book, Heinrich wonders over the necessity of migration, the pull the birds and
insects seem to have to a place, to a season. Its a very calming read as Heinrich gently unfolds one of the
most natural and mesmerizing aspects of birds.

Rama says

Animal behavior: Migration and homing instincts

This is an interesting book by Bernd Heinrich, a renowned scholar that discusses interesting facts about
animal migration and their attachments for their habitats. The book is largely focused on behavior with no
discussion of genetics as it relates to the behavior, and no prior knowledge of biology is required to
understand and appreciate this book.

Homemaking is practiced by animals regardless of their position in the evolutionary ladder. It is especially
important for rearing young until they are ready to face challenges of the world. It is most prominently
displayed among insects and birds but also in some mammals, spiders, crustaceans, fish and some reptiles.
Many examples are discussed, for example, Loons in Northern Lakes fight viciously every spring for the
possession of the only spot to nest on a Beaver lodge and where only one pair stays and the others must go
quite far to find any place at all. Rules change when nest site is no longer arbitrary and becomes unique and
valuable commodity. It may be built at a great cost and skill in which case it becomes a nuptial offering of
competing males. Thus in weaverbirds and woodpeckers, males do most of the site preparation and female
inspects it and chooses the best site and the male who built it. It is all the matter of costs and benefits of
leaving verses staying and fighting.

What knowledge birds have that they fly nonstop all day and all night on the wing and losing significant
body weight. Albatross is like sea turtles, long lived wanderers with fixed home positions. Young albatrosses
fly an average distance of 84,000 miles a year and have a genetically fixed dispersal direction but always
return home for breeding.



The take home message from this book is that all animals have the basic instincts for their homes just like
humans. Animal behavior is also discussed on many cable programs such as; Nat Geo, Discovery channel,
Science channel, etc., but it is nice to read this book because this book has lot more materials than a
television show. I recommend this book to anyone interested in animal behavior.

Virginia says

Rating it 3.5

I was expecting to understand more thoroughly the mechanisms that drive the homing instincts of animals, so
20 minutes after beginning the book, I was disappointed. But I kept reading and suddenly I realized that I
was holding a book that offered something better. It seems that we are still unraveling the secrets of homing,
and what Heinrich gives us are example after example of homing in action. Observations galore,
experiments, and wonderful sketches abound through the book. I was able to just relax and stroll through the
book, enjoying the descriptions as a layperson with an inquisitive mind. Sometimes there is TMI and one has
to struggle to grasp the fine points (e.g., molecular structure or chemical reactions) - That is not the case
here: the reader is left with that sense of wonderment about life forces that we had when we first started
asking “why? how? what?” as kids and young adults.

Speaking of wonderment, it boggles my mind that they can use tiny tracking devices like transponders, as
well as tags, on small songbirds, butterflies and honeybees. These creatures fly SO far, sometimes nonstop,
and toting extra baggage must certainly consume calories, no matter how lightweight the baggage.

Petra Eggs says

Bernd Heinrich is one of my favourite authors. He always brings new insight into the natural world, and by
describing animal behaviour, illuminates our own, as we are all connected and it is only by evolution we
differ.

This book starts off 10 star. I had thought that migratory birds found their way home by a sense we don't
have or understand, but not so. There are many ways of homing, many different senses - navigation by the
stars, by magnetism, by scent, by polarised light (maybe), by visual clues that we can't see or even know
about as yet. As a sailor I steered by the stars, smelled the scent of land (especially Brazil) before we could
even see it, and learned that for flat, coral islands you could see their green reflections on the undersides of
clouds before the island itself was visible and I marvelled at the ways birds flying past us, sometimes landing
on the deck could find their way to wherever they were bound.

Birds, insects, mammals, all of this was very interesting. But then Heinrich describes deer hunting (which he
loves) in great detail. I saw what he was getting at, his 'home patch' year after year recognisable in details,
'the dead tree stump', 'the rocks by the ...' by both his hunting buddy and the deer that went there.

He talked about his family's fraught, protracted journey to the US through Germany, and how people had
made the family welcome and given them a home. And later he talks of the process of building a second
cabin, how long it took to (unconsciously) decide where it should be and likened it to the try-outs of birds



with nesting sites. This wasn't that interesting. so it isn't the year's first 10 star book I thought it would be, but
still 5 star, it's still going to be one of the best books I will read this year.
______

Written on reading the book. 1. The albatross may leave it's place of birth and soaring over the oceans, never
be within site of land again for 7 or 8 years. Then it will return to where it was born to mate for life and to
breed. It may fly up to 1500 Km to find a good meal of giant squid and, filling its crop return directly to its
single chick. "It always knows exactly where it is." Marvellous.

2. The author described a huge underground ant city with farms of the leaves they bring in to grow the
fungus they eat on, livestock farms too, with the aphids the ants milk for their sweet honeydew. Garbage
disposal areas, nurseries and the queen's rooms. It made me wonder how many decisions must be taken for
all to function harmoniously. They can't all be driven by instinct with no learning power at all.

Elizabeth says

Caleb's work has book club and this was the first book.
I really enjoyed lots of it, from albatross to bees to monarchs to godwits and so much more, the migration
and making of homes was discussed and it is all very interesting.
Another in the club and I were a little unsure if this is a popular book about science (sometimes discussing
animal's emotion would fall here) or a book 'preaching to the choir' of scientists (some of his deeper analysis
of research would fit here).
It was also part memoir, part philosophizing on home and movement. I do like that he said all we learn about
the nature world creates more questions about what we don't yet know. And that as humans we are
homebodies who also feel the need to go and explore (Moana anyone? "I am a girl who loves my island, I
love the sea, it calls me").
I enjoyed reading it though sometimes it helped me fall asleep and it was a good time to ponder these things
as we are now created a new home.

Rena says

I found the writing style very bland so it took me forever to read. But it was a good book.

Juli Anna says

Heinrich has long been a favorite natural history writer of mine. His way of balancing personal anecdotes
with scientific observations and literature completely appeals to my own way of seeing the natural world,
and the longer I live in New England, the closer I feel to his perspective. This was a truly lovely volume, full
of wonderous facts, reasonable speculation, and poetic musings about how different animals (including us)
conceptualize their homes. I am a highly "homing" creature, so this was just spot-on for me. My only
complaint was that the rhythm of this book was not as tight as some of his others; rather than creating a
guiding narrative, Heinrich merely collects various thoughts into sections that could easily read
independently of each other. I prefer a little more overarching continuity in my natural history writing, so
that disappointed me somewhat. But, overall, this was an enchanting read.



Stuart Malcolm says

I had high hopes for this from the title but was sorely disappointed. A mishmash of information, presented
poorly. The autobiographical chapters were self-indulgent and the hunting one was just appalling. Some of
the wildlife writing was good but there just wasn't enough of it, which is why ultimately it was such a let
down.

Leslie says

From the title of Bernd Heinrich’s new book, The Homing Instinct, I was expecting a scientific exploration
of the migratory behaviors of birds and other creatures that embark on long journeys to and from their
breeding grounds, but I found, along with science, an introspective look into the nature and the need to return
home. Mixed in with the science, both the author’s own research and that of other scientists, I discovered a
beautifully written book consisting of many stories and observations, giving many parts of the book the feel
of a memoir. Present throughout is the theme, ‘What is home?’ and ‘Why do all creatures, including humans,
feel that pull to return to the place they are from?’.

The Homing Instinct is divided into three sections, the first part delving into homing behavior using the
examples of Sandhill Cranes, Monarch butterflies and honey bees to name a few, and their remarkable ability
to navigate by the sun and stars, recognize landmarks and arrive at their destination without getting lost. In
the second part the author discusses homemaking behavior: types of homes or nests and how to choose the
spot, and not only for the animals, this also applies to humans and he uses the example of his own family
home and land in the woods of western Maine. In the third part, herding behaving and homing to each other
rather than a place is discussed.

There is much to like about Heinrich’s approachable and engaging writing style, and enjoyable stories and
anecdotes. In one of my favorite chapters we learn about a web orb spider that made her home inside his
home. For two summers he observed and chronicled her behavior, even naming her Charlotte, and in the end
discovered that her actions did not follow established spider lore. Another favorite was the story of an old
apple tree that he dated to 1790 and his research into the mysterious origin of the tree. Of much interest to
me was the sad tale of the now extinct Passenger Pigeon, a victim of man, but also of its own biology and its
need to return in enormous size groups to only a few nesting grounds, making it easy prey for hunters.

In both animals and humans, we all yearn to return to that place called home, the place where we feel we
belong. Highly recommended, not only for those who enjoy nature, but anyone who wants to better
understand our need to return to our roots.

Katherine Rue says

3.5 stars. I love Heinrich's writing about the natural world and the astonishing feats animals perform in
finding and making home. I wish he had spent more than a page contemplating our own place in the broader
scheme of mass extinctions of gregarious species--passenger pigeons, the Colorado locust, etc. He hints at
problems he thinks we will face as a species, but leaves all the work to the reader to draw the parallels and



conclusions. Otherwise a fascinating look at how various species define Home and how they've adapted to
create and maintain it.


