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I do like The Sound Approach books. They take
quite basic, albeit often cutting-edge, questions
that ‘normal’ birders ask, and answer them, sub-
stantially by the study of  bird sounds. As a
concept, it is a stroke of genius. Books such as The
Sound Approach to Birding (Constantine & The
Sound Approach, 2006) and Petrels Night and Day
(Robb, Mullarney & The Sound Approach, 2008)
have broken new ground in redefining the rela-
tionship between birders and the birds they watch,
providing a popular language for addressing bird
observation through the medium of  sound.
Catching the Bug is a retrospective of over 25 years
of birding Poole Harbour, Dorset, and its sur-
roundings, and is as much about the birders con-
cerned as the birds themselves. It captures the
excitement and frustrations of patch-watching, but
its appeal and value goes beyond the boundaries of
Poole. 

The format follows the established Sound
Approach style – high quality, hardback
ergonomic disasters with a bookshelf-disrupting
landscape format, containing (in this case) 27
more or less self-contained chapters and two CDs.
Most of the sound files on the CDs have accom -
panying sonograms in the relevant parts of the
text, allowing the reader to see the detail that birds
hear. Some of the chapters carry on where The
Sound Approach to Birding left off and address gen-
erally important issues. Chief among these is the
lengthy Chapter 14: ‘A flock of birds forever in
flight’. Recording the visible migration of landbirds
(‘vis mig’) is the new seawatching and carries even
more problematic standards for recording and
reproducibility, requiring as it does the rapid iden-
tification of fly-by birds, often primarily by their
voice, and often at night. Addressing these insecu-
rities about accuracy and reproducibility, the
chapter leads the reader through the common calls
of the birds most likely to feature in vis-mig
studies, demonstrating the usefulness of recording
kit and sonograms, and is recommended reading.
The wader calls in Chapter 17 fulfil a similar func-

tion. Sandwiched between them is another recur-
ring problem – identification of  Siberian
Chiffchaffs Phylloscopus collybita tristis – and, in
typical Sound Approach fashion, Chapter 16
describes a visit to Tomsk where the variation in
Siberian Chiffchaff vocalisations from the core of
the taxon’s range were recorded. 

Other chapters take the reader on evocative
trips to hear European Nightjars Caprimulgus
europaeus, Woodlarks Lullula arborea and Hobbies
Falco subbuteo on breeding territory, with the top-
quality sound recordings and sonograms we have
come to expect. There are musings on global
warming, the changing status of what used to be
southern European breeding birds in England, the
accuracy of WeBS counts, a bird race and even a
wedding. Single-subject chapters tackle such issues
as the status of ‘Continental’ Great Cormorants
Phalacrocorax carbo sinensis and ‘British’ Dartford
Warblers Sylvia undata dartfordiensis. This latter is
an example of how The Sound Approach books
work. Starting with a justifiable and quite percep-
tive question – ‘Why aren’t English Dartford War-
blers an endemic?’ – the chapter reaches an answer
through the medium of superb artwork, sound
recordings and photographs: ‘Because there are
lots of them in France too.’ So much to the good,
but how that stretches to 14 pages, I have no idea. 

Catching the Bug does seem self-indulgent at
times. That may be its strength – apparently every-
thing that occurred to the authors is in here – but a
more in-depth analysis of fewer subjects would
have made a more satisfying book. I personally
could live without all the ‘boys’ club’ stuff, and
several chapters left me wondering what the point
was. The informal writing style is a characteristic of
The Sound Approach books, and is to be wel-
comed. However, the mildly mocking criticism of
another ornithologist for disagreeing with the
authors over the criteria for identification of
Siberian Chiffchaffs was quite jarring, especially
when The Sound Approach to identification (‘if the
bird itself is telling us it’s a tristis then that’s good
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The blurb
on the
d u s t -
w r a p p  e r
s a y s :

‘Marcus Varesvuo has selected his 100 favourite
European species…’, and these species are illus-
trated with 150 superb photographs. The majority
are taken in his native Finland, and are of the
charismatic Finnish species (including seven owls,
Hazel Tetrastes bonasia and Willow Grouse
Lagopus lagopus, Siberian Jay Perisoreus infaustus
and Nutcracker Nucifraga caryocatactes), but
others were taken elsewhere – Norway, Iceland,
Spain, Hungary, Estonia and even Oman and
Canada. Some images made me wonder whether
they were taken at one or other of the commercial
bird photographic locations as they portray birds
at sites seemingly familiar from other photo-
graphs.

As a photographer, I was raised to follow the
mantra that in the ideal natural history photo-
graph the main subject should occupy one-half to
one-third of the image, so the habitat is properly
shown. Like all ‘rules’, this one is made to be
broken, as it is by many of the images in the book,
which are frame fillers! These certainly have
impact – a Great Grey Owl Strix nebulosa head-on
in flight, and a Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago
on a post gaping (or yawning?) and flexing its
upper mandible are both superb examples of this.
But in other images, particularly where smaller
species are concerned, the bird appears too large in

the frame, at least for my taste. Examples are a
Whinchat Saxicola rubetra, a rather poorly lit Ring
Ouzel Turdus torquatus tossing a berry down its
throat, and a White Wagtail Motacilla alba with a
mass of moss for its nest.

But not all images are frame fillers, some
showing birds that occupy only a small portion of
the image – a Willow Grouse in snowy landscape, a
Feral Pigeon Columba livia with its head just
emerging from its nest hole in a Spanish stone
wall, and a Hawk Owl Surnia ulula on a tree
stump, neatly framed by out-of-focus ice-coated
twigs and branches.

In all, the book contains a fine collection of
images of European bird species – though the
Snowy Owls Bubo scandiacus were photographed
in Canada. A short description accompanies each
species, sometimes with information on how the
photograph was taken. Technical details are given
of all the images, which will be of interest to the
photographers; I found myself referring to these
details, and, in particular, admiring the quality the
author gets when using converters (or extenders),
even the highest magnification x2, which needs
careful handling and good technique.

This is a coffee-table book, or one to pull off
the shelf periodically for an enjoyable browse; it
will make a handsome Christmas present – or ‘self-
gift’ – for any birder with an interest in European,
and particularly Finnish, birds.

Richard Chandler
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enough for me’) ignores the many real complica-
tions and unknowns surrounding the problem.

With the resources to publish privately, The
Sound Approach team are apparently limited only
by their imagination. Catching the Bug represents
self-publishing at its very best: glorious in its
extravagance, educational, inspirational, enter-
taining, robustly untroubled by concepts of self-

effacement or doubt. Some chapters are superfi-
cial, and the whole ‘birding tribe’ aspect a bit vain,
but few readers will fail to find something they
didn’t know. As a whole the book successfully cap-
tures the highs and lows of intensive bird study at
a single site. 

Martin Collinson 
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Having been
o c c a s i o n a l
m i d  w i f e
during its
several pupa-

tions, I have awaited this book with some trepida-
tion. Like the 58 other helpers, including the
ever-attentive Julian Wylie, I have so wanted it to
dispel the strange self-occlusion that Anthony’s
totally engaging Birding from the Hip (The Sound
Approach, 2009) somehow precipitated. No worry;
this larger, more professional but still passionate
and not unbarbed paeon for 197 Irish birds hits its
target’s bull. ‘Let the birds be’ is the book’s con-
stant anthem.

Typically, Anthony begins a mite shyly. There is
no waving of red flag in the rather subtle introduc-
tion and, scene set, and he soon switches to
guiding the reader into attentive watching. Then
with irresistible and increasing momentum, he
offers essay after essay (of between 125 and 1,000
words) of arresting facts, telling quotes and vivid
analogies. The portraits and fates of Ireland’s core
avifauna come off  the page in a fashion that
pleases eye, charges mind and hurts heart. The
media are delightful but the message is stark. Far
too many of the Green Isle’s once eternal birds are
in trauma. And far too often their balloons of con-
servation are shown to have punctures or specious
function.

To ensure, however, that his book does not lead
the reader into despair, Anthony deploys his cus-
tomary skills of Keillor-quality prose and lyrical
photographs. Of the 400 photographs, three out of
four come from his own ‘stalk but be sure to
compose before expose’ perceptions and full
mastery of Photoshop. None are less than good;
most are sheer brilliant catches of birds doing their
things, as explained in well-crafted captions.
Strategic comic reliefs (his trademark) promote
smiles and chuckles.

As for the anthology in the book, its bedrock is
William Thompson’s The Natural History of
Ireland (1849–52). Wisely, Anthony has used it as

his trig point from avian compass readings
through all Ireland, Europe and across the
Atlantic. References to 30 other works that pre-
date the Witherby’s Handbook of British Birds
allow the discussion of population trends to be
truly telling. With Clive Hutchinson’s Birds in
Ireland (1989) long outdated, the accounts are
timely, while the many mentions of individual bird
journeys explain anew Ireland’s wide harvest of
wintering birds. A singular feature is the courteous
listing of personal observations by other pur-
poseful birdwatchers. It is particularly good to see
the wisdom of  Neville McKee, ‘Captain’ of
Copeland Bird Observatory, freely distilled.
Finally, for ancient believers in some subspecies,
the best mugshots yet of  ‘Irish Red Grouse’
Lagopus l. hibernicus, ‘Faroese Common Snipe’
Gallinago g. faeroeensis, ‘Icelandic Redwing’ Turdus
iliacus coburni, ‘Irish Jay’ Garrulus glandarius
hibernicus, and indisputable whistleri race of
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis. Keep the faith
alive.

The essays are leavened with guide texts on
moult sequence, the flux of migration and the
solution to the eternal puzzle of Willow Warbler
Phylloscopus trochilus versus Common Chiffchaff
P. collybita. At their end comes advice on bird gar-
dening and optics choice and of course two witty
Anthony McGeehan tales of ‘fine days’. The book’s
last gift is a meticulously researched Irish list. It
features 466 certains, five ‘honourable’ escape-
occlusions and four ‘dishonourable’ introductions.
Of the 466, five are extinct, most shockingly the
Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra, and 117 are
vagrants, with the 113 found in the Republic no
doubt the reason why the standard joy. Seeking
direction of most Ulster birders lies between south
and west.

More than all Irish men and women should be
moved by this beautiful book and charged to save
its subjects. Anthony makes it clear that we all
need to do more, quickly.

D. I. M. Wallace
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This book
ranges widely
over a host 
of  subjects
relating to

swans and their biology, but also to their involve-
ment with humans, including their part in our

culture, language, and mythology. 
The first chapter deals in a conventional

manner with the swans of the world. The next
main chapter, ‘Swan biology’, is largely about the
functional anatomy of birds. I found the emphasis
a little odd for a book about swans, since much of
the text describes things which are true for all
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By Malcolm Schuyl
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Bruce Pearson
first visited
Bird Island,
South Georgia,

in 1975, a visit that was to exert a profound influ-
ence on his subsequent career as an artist. Over
three decades later, he returned to the Southern
Ocean to document the interactions between
seabirds and fishermen. This book is both a record
of these trips and a reflection on the continuing
plight of albatrosses and other seabirds.

The book has six main sections, arranged more
or less chronologically. The subject matter includes
working with the British Antarctic Survey on Bird
Island in 1975, returning to the Southern Ocean
many years later, and a trip on a longliner off South
Africa to document interactions between fisheries
and seabirds. The text is engagingly written, and
while each chapter has a main theme, there are
always interesting diversions along the way, covering
topics such as thoughts on art, the practicalities of
working in a rough sea from a small yacht, and
musings on the relationship between man and the
natural world. Each chapter is copiously illustrated,
and there are small boxes to describe a range of
topics such as albatross taxonomy, aspects of
seabird biology, conservation agreements, and tech-
niques for mitigating seabird mortality in fisheries.

But the heart of the book comprises Bruce

Pearson’s sketches and paintings. These range from
detailed specimen studies of Blue Petrel Halobaena
caerulea and Cape Petrel Daption capense, through
rapid field sketches of albatrosses and petrels at
sea, to atmospheric seascapes that capture per-
fectly the special atmosphere of South Georgia.

I can trace my interest in the way artists capture
wildlife back to Eric Ennion’s charismatic illustra-
tions in his early book The House on the Shore
(Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1959); here were images
of birds which were unquestionably alive. Reaction
to wildlife art is a very personal thing, but for me
the most critical question is: has the artist caught
the essence of the bird? In my view there is nobody
at present who can capture seabirds in their
element as well as Bruce Pearson, and the artwork
in Troubled Waters is right up there with two of my
great favourites of wildlife art, Lars Jonsson’s Birds
and Light (Christopher Helm, 2008) and James
McCallum’s Arctic Flight (Langford Press, 2007).

This is a wonderful book, and there are two
reasons for adding it to your bookshelf. The first is
that you are helping to support seabird conserva-
tion, and the second is Bruce Pearson’s consum-
mate artwork. It deserves a place on the bookshelf
of anyone interested in seabirds, remote places or
wildlife art.

Andrew Clarke
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birds. The statements are not wrong – though they
can be a bit vague, for example: ‘Like most birds
swans have evolved so that they can fly.’ Many of
these statements – and similar ones occur else-
where in the book – would be fine in a book on
birds in general, but seem superfluous in a book
specifically about swans. 

Chapter 4, ‘Swan behaviour’, covers most of the
subjects one would expect to see here; just over
half the chapter takes one through the breeding
cycle from pairing to raising the young. There
follow chapters on ‘Domestication’, ‘Swan-upping’,
‘Language and the Swan’, ‘Swan as a name or
symbol in society’, ‘Swan in culture’, followed by
shorter pieces on law and conservation.

Overall, it makes for easy reading. Unfortunately,
the text contains a significant number of factual
errors, such as: ‘for defending themselves, they have
developed an enlarged carpal bone halfway along the
wing’; ‘experienced birds lay fewer eggs’; ‘they stay
together with their parents as a family unit until
spring’ (true in only some cases); ‘the darker
(orange) the beak, the older the individual… [and
the] knob becomes more pronounced with age’;

‘they have been known to dive, but this only occurs
when food is difficult to obtain’; ‘Swans will also eat
a wide variety of aquatic animals... making them
omnivorous’; ‘In 1482... the Act of Swans... limited
the ownership of swans to wealthy landowners pro-
vided that they kept them on their own land’ (most
were kept on rivers, hence the need for the complex
system of ownership marks to identify the owner). 

If I cannot wax enthusiastic over the text, the
same is not true of the photographs. These, for me,
are by far the strongest point of this book. Perhaps
half the space in the book is given over to colour
photographs, including a number of double-page
spreads. Mostly these are of Mute Swans Cygnus
olor in action: in flight, swimming and at rest,
feeding, courting, breeding, cygnets hatching and
growing up, and much else besides. Swans are very
photogenic, but their white plumage does not
always make for really good photographs such as
close-ups of feathers. The photographs here are of
uniformly high quality, well reproduced and make
for an excellent browse.

Chris Perrins
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The two-volume original, with its 1,634 pages, 900
colour photographs and 1,500 maps and charts,
was published in 2007 and reviewed in this journal
at the time (see Brit. Birds 101: 162–163). Five
years on, this heavyweight country avifauna, an
‘epic’ to quote the BB reviewer, is now available on
a single CD, which contains every photograph,
map, diagram and species account in an easily
accessible and searchable pdf format. 

As I see it, there are three key benefits of the
digital version. The first is that little word ‘search-
able’ – it makes an extraordinary amount of infor-
mation so much more accessible. Second, it
contains an ‘Errata and additions’ supplement,
which highlights errors, new information, etc. This
is a valuable addition – most recently, it confirmed
to me that the records of Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker Dendrocopos minor in the original have been
reviewed and are now considered unacceptable,
meaning that the remarkable recent record of that
species in Shetland (October 2012) will become the

first for Scotland. Third, while you would never
have taken the original very far from the shelf, the
digital version is easily loaded onto a laptop or
tablet and is infinitely more user-friendly.

For the princely sum of £15.00 this product 
is amazing value – buy it! No doubt some 
curmudgeons will resent the fact that the original
(long since sold out, by the way) was a fairly expen-
sive purchase, while the digital version less than five
years later is much cheaper and has some signifi-
cant advantages over the books. Realistically,
though, I imagine that the digital version would
never have happened without the books. What’s
more, the profits from the books (and any from 
the digital version) will contribute to the Birds of
Scotland Fund, which supports ornithological proj-
ects and publications in Scotland, and which shows
terrific foresight by everyone involved with project
‘BS3’. The curmudgeons haven’t a leg to stand on. 

Roger Riddington



While there have
been many books

on bird art over the years, most have been aimed at
birdwatchers rather than art lovers. None has really
explored the study of the birds in historical art and
the wealth of complex meanings associated with
them in different cultures. If you are thinking of
buying this book, it is important to understand this
emphasis as the contents reflect that focus. If you
were hoping to see the works of popular bird
artists, you will find very few, but you are more
likely to see the works of major artists such as Dalí,
Dürer, Ernst, Freud, Goya, Klee, Stubbs and Turner.

In total this book shows us some 250 works of
art from both the ancient and the modern world.
There are nine chapters covering themes such as the
‘Christian Bird’, the ‘Mythical Bird’, the ‘Eastern Bird’,
the ‘Domestic Bird’ and the ‘Modern Bird’. I particu-

larly enjoyed the chapter on ‘The Bird Observed’,
which shows how accurate some early illustrations
were. Take, for example, the watercolour by Italian
artist Pisanello (Antonio Pisano) of five Eurasian
Jays Garrulus glandarius from about 1440. It is hard
to imagine that this is nearly 600 years old – and yet
feels quite modern. Probably the best example for
me is that of three Ivory-billed Woodpeckers
Campephilus principalis by John James Audubon
from 1829, which adorns the book’s front cover.
Similarly, I was drawn to John Gould’s colour litho-
graph of three Marvellous Spatuletails Loddigesia
mirabilis. Interestingly, Gould had never seen a hum-
mingbird alive when he created this around 1850.

This is an attractive book, but one for art lovers
rather than birdwatchers.

Keith Betton

The Bird in Art
By Caroline Bugler
Merrell Publishers, 2012
Hbk, 276pp; 265 colour illustrations
ISBN 978-1-8589-4568-2 Subbuteo code M21450
£35.00  BB Bookshop price £31.50
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If  you are a well-
travelled birder, then 
it is likely that you 
will be familiar with
the surname Latham.

Latham’s Snipe Gallinago hardwickii is perhaps the
most widely known of the four species bearing this
name – closely followed by Latham’s Forest Fran-
colin Francolinus lathami.

John Latham was born in Kent in 1740 and
became a renowned doctor, practising for many
years at Dartford, Kent, and later settling in
Romsey, Hampshire. Apart from helping to estab-
lish the Linnean Society, he was a distinguished
ornithologist and possessed a fine collection of
bird specimens. As a bird collector Latham did not
travel the world, but he did receive numerous
specimens from many countries, from which he

described many species new to science, particularly
from Australia. His two main works were 
A General Synopsis of Birds (1781–1802) and 
A General History of Birds (1821–28).

This short booklet explores Latham’s life, from
his days as a highly successful surgeon to his retire-
ment in Hampshire. It is clear that this was a man
who could not resist the opportunity to under-
stand and describe everything around him. He was
fascinated by the local history of Hampshire and
this booklet quotes liberally from his letters to a
wide range of correspondents including Thomas
Pennant and Joseph Banks. He died in 1837 having
made a considerable contribution to the ornitho-
logical world.

Keith Betton

John Latham: surgeon, ornithologist and antiquary 
By Mary Thornton Howard
Matador, 2012
Pbk, 150pp
ISBN 978-1-78088-127-0. Subbuteo code M21391
£9.99  BB Bookshop price £8.99
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Isolated, mountainous
and home to millions
of  seabirds, South

Georgia has long been recognised as one of the
world’s great places for wildlife. Until recently
accessible only to scientists or intrepid yachtsmen,
South Georgia is now firmly on the tourist trail,
with tens of thousands visiting each year. While
few of these are serious birders, many have an
interest in wildlife. It is for these that the authors
have produced this field guide to the wildlife of the
island, on behalf of the South Georgia Heritage
Trust (SGHT).

The guide opens with a section describing
South Georgia, with brief but informative intro-
ductions to the topography, geology, climate and
major habitats of the island, all nicely illustrated
with well-chosen images. Other subjects covered
are the history of exploitation, including whaling
and sealing, current fisheries, conservation regula-
tion and the habitat restoration programme being
undertaken by SGHT.

There are short sections describing introduced

mammals and invertebrates, but the bulk of the
guide is taken up with birds, marine mammals and
plants. The bird section is by far the largest and
most detailed. The main breeding species are given
two pages each, with text on the left and a montage
of photographic images on the right. The main
text covers distribution, identification, voice and
behaviour, and there is a small box highlighting
the current status on South Georgia, population
size and an outline of where on South Georgia that
species might most easily be seen. Casual visitors
and vagrants generally receive half a page of text
and images, these being photographs, all of excel-
lent quality and generally illustrating the key iden-
tification features well.

The marine mammals and plants receive a
similar treatment, and both sections are excellent.
Overall this is a first-rate guide to the region and
should rapidly establish itself as essential for
wildlife travellers to South Georgia.

Andrew Clarke
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This is one of  three
titles issued in the
Collins Nature Library,
a series of reissues of
long-lost seminal

works of classic British nature writing. 
Hudson, born in 1841, grew up in rural

Argentina but moved to Britain in the 1870s. This
book, first published in 1913, contains a series of
chapters which relate his experiences with birds,
from his childhood memories of a cardinal on the
pampas to, among others, the wild geese of Wells-
next-the-Sea in Norfolk, and the birds in a Hamp-

shire village. It is written in the extended prose
typical of the time but nevertheless raises issues
which remain pertinent today, particularly his oppo-
sition to the hunting of birds for sport. It mingles
memoir, travelogue, meditation and nature writing
along with fiction, as when he imagines being a
migrating Redwing Turdus iliacus or being in the
Lincolnshire fens as they might have been 5,000
years ago. Hudson clearly had a strong affinity with
birds, perhaps more so than with people, and this is
reflected in this interesting and absorbing read.

John Clark

Adventures Among Birds
By W. H. Hudson
HarperCollins/Collins Nature Library, 2012
Hbk, 254pp 
ISBN 978-0-00-746640-5 Subbuteo code M21259
£20.00  BB Bookshop price £18.00
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When the first edition of Birds of South Asia (BSA)
appeared in 2005 it received mixed reviews (see
Brit. Birds 98: 609–610), particularly as it was
entering a market already served by two estab-
lished guides, and competition to displace them
was fierce. To compete, it would need to offer
accessibility, clarity and accuracy, combined with
value for money. In the intervening period, the
first edition has increased in popularity, largely
displacing A Field Guide to the Birds of the Indian
Subcontinent (Kazmierczak & van Perlo 2000) and
rivalling Birds of the Indian Subcontinent (BIS) by
Grimmett, Inskipp & Inskipp (1998, 2011) as the
leading guide for visitors to the Indian subconti-
nent. 

What was particularly remarkable about the
first edition was the approach adopted towards
taxonomy. Although it followed the familiar Peters
sequence, the authors made the decision to dis-
pense with conventional taxonomy, and instead to
split or lump those species which they considered
merited this treatment. The intervening years have
seen many of these decisions supported in peer-
reviewed publications, and BSA taxonomy has
been widely adopted. In fact, the Grimmett,
Inskipp & Inskipp 2011 Field Guide to Birds of the
Indian Subcontinent has largely adopted these
same taxonomic changes and sequence (although
English names still differ). Clearly BSA has been a
leader in popularising changes to, and rejuvenating
Asian bird taxonomy.

What does the second edition of BSA have to
offer? It remains the most authoritative, compre-
hensive and detailed guide to the birds of the
Indian subcontinent. It retains the positive attrib-
utes of the first edition, and the authors appear to
have taken on board many of the comments and
criticisms made in the earlier reviews, making
numerous minor improvements to this edition.
Being paperback, it weighs 2.1 kg, rather less than

the whopping 2.5 kg of the first edition. 
Volume 1, the field guide (0.8 kg), is the more

likely of the two volumes to be used in the field.
Here the obvious change is the addition of
descriptive vocalisations within the accompanying
texts, bringing it into line with its competitors. The
maps are generally clear and largely unchanged
but still a bit on the small side. Previous errors and
omissions have been corrected; for example, the
breeding range of Large-billed Reed Warbler Acro-
cephalus orinus is mapped for Afghanistan. Plate
numbering and sequence remains as the first
edition, and the original images are virtually
unchanged. There have, however, been changes to
plate layout and content to accommodate addi-
tional species, including the three newly discov-
ered species: Great Nicobar Crake Rallina sp,
Serendib Scops Owl Otus thilohoffmanni and
Bugun Liocichla Liocichla bugunorum. This would
have been a wonderful opportunity to correct
some of the anomalies from the first edition, an
example being the head and upper-body images of
juvenile Little Porzana parva and Baillon’s Crakes
P. pusilla, which omit the crucial features for sepa-
rating these species. Having said this, I have not
come across any serious inaccuracies and the
various artistic styles mesh quite well. Corrections
to a number of shortcomings in the descriptive
text from the first edition have been addressed. 

Volume 2, entitled Attributes and Status, takes
the form of a handbook, providing detailed infor-
mation on identification, variation, status and dis-
tribution, voice and habits for each species. The
changes to this edition are subtle, difficult to
locate, and mostly relate to taxonomic revisions
(see below) which have increased the number of
species. It is therefore particularly useful that the
authors have detailed the taxonomic changes in
two appendices. The most radical involve 82
species-level taxonomic changes, which are

Birds of South Asia – the Ripley Guide,
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National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington D.C., Michigan State University, Michigan and
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described in Appendix 11. These include six new
species to the region, six considered Hypothetical
in the first edition that are now confirmed, five
species added to the Hypothetical list, further
splits within the region increase the number of
species by 17, a further 42 splits have been adopted
between regional and extralimital taxa although
these do not impact on the number of regional
species, five taxa treated as full species in the first
edition are lumped here and are thus removed
from the species total, and one species is consid-
ered extinct within the region (Siberian Crane
Grus leucogeranus) but still included here.
Appendix 12 describes no fewer than 252 changes
to the English and/or scientific names in the
second edition. Thankfully the first edition names
are given along with the new, making cross-refer-
encing straightforward. Major checklists including
Clements and IOC have yet to move on many of
these changes so it remains uncertain whether
these will be widely adopted. From a Western
Palearctic perspective, BOU has already adopted
most of the changes affecting passerines, but there
are still 30+ changes, mostly to non-passerines,
where BOU and BSA are at odds with the scientific
names used here. Numerous other changes mostly

affect generic revisions to Oriental species, and rel-
atively few English names have been changed, with
most being new names created due to splits. 

As a two-volume handbook, the quantity of
information contained here is staggering and it
outperforms BIS in the level of detail presented,
making it the most comprehensive guide available
to the entire subcontinent. The two-volume
format enables users to take one into the field, and
study the detailed text in the other at a more
leisurely pace. However, BIS cannot be ignored as
it remains an authoritative text to the birds of the
region, and the regional offshoot guides are partic-
ularly portable and useful in the field. As no one
guide can cover everything, my recommendation
would be to take BSA as the primary reference and
supported by either BIS or the relevant regional
guide from the BIS series (which are much
lighter), thus giving the widest coverage of identi-
fication text, images and maps.

Peter Kennerley

An extended version of this review can be found
on the BB website, at www.britishbirds.co.uk/
category/book-reviews
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More on lead-shot poisoning
Concerns that lead poisoning from gunshot can
affect both animal and human health have
widened, following WWT-led research that sug-
gests a third of waterbirds sampled suffer from
lead poisoning through ingesting lead shot and
that the law set up to protect them isn’t working
(see Brit. Birds 105: 691–692).

The RSPCA, RSPB and Humane Society Inter-
national/UK have joined with WWT to reiterate
that viable alternatives to lead shot are widely
available and that these should be used to combat
widespread suffering of wildlife and health con-
cerns. The organisations have added their voices
following the WWT report and Food Standards
Agency (FSA) advice, which has raised concerns
around humans regularly eating lead-shot game.

The organisations are calling on the Govern-

ment to request that the Lead Ammunition Group
(LAG), which was established to advise the Gov-
ernment on the key risks to wildlife from lead
ammunition, reports by March 2013 so that its
findings can inform the Law Commission’s review
of wildlife legislation.

WWT Chief Executive Martin Spray said: ‘Lead
is already banned from petrol, pencils and paint.
Shooters in some other countries have already
adapted to using non-toxic alternatives to lead for
their shot. The evidence of the damage caused by
lead-shot poisoning has built to a point where it
cannot be ignored. New research… shows one in
ten waterbirds sampled died from lead-shot poi-
soning, and a government agency has advised that
eating lead-shot game on a frequent basis can
expose people to potentially harmful levels of lead.’


