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This volume is the
second contribution
by these authors to
the Poyser series, fol-
lowing their 2005

volume on another enigmatic Arctic predator, the
Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus. 

In common with many British birdwatchers,
my only first-hand experience of Snowy Owls
Bubo scandiacus involved one of the last of the
Shetland birds on Fetlar back in the early 1990s.
This book refers to ‘one of the great ironies of
Snowy Owl research’ in that this most southerly
and unusual of nest-sites for this species is one of
the most thoroughly studied and documented. 

The authors also acknowledge the significant
contribution to Snowy Owl studies made by Adam
Watson on Baffin Island back in 1953, in what for-
tuitously turned out to be a peak lemming year.
Travelling by dog sled, he studied no fewer than
eight nest-sites (no mean feat with a species that
breeds at such low densities) and his resulting
paper on breeding behaviour and diet is still
regarded as a seminal work. This highlights one of
the main difficulties in studying this species. It
may be a large bird with striking plumage, but it
breeds at low densities in some of the most remote
landscapes in the world. As a consequence, knowl-
edge is often hard won and an understanding of
the bird has had to be pieced together from chance
encounters or the study of small numbers of birds
here and there. I was struck by how often the 
scientists whose observations are reported in the
book were actually in the Arctic to study other
species, but took the opportunity to record their
observations of Snowy Owls when the opportuni-
ties arose.

The fact that part of the Snowy Owl population
moves south in autumn, into areas with a higher
human population, makes it a far easier bird to
study in winter and as a result the literature is
heavily biased towards this time of year. The book
includes an interesting account of the birds that

regularly wintered at Logan International Airport
in Boston. They have been especially well studied
because of the threat posed to aircraft, made real
when a Snowy Owl destroyed one of a jet aircraft’s
two engines on takeoff in the early 1990s. Since
then, all wintering birds have been captured and
relocated, and the opportunity has been taken to
fit satellite tags to some. This, and similar remote-
tracking studies, has provided vital data on move-
ments and mortality. Of a sample of 20 birds
tagged at Logan, three were shot in Massachusetts
before having the opportunity to migrate back
north in spring. 

This is certainly a very thorough treatment of
the species, helped by the lead author’s access to
the considerable Russian literature, and it includes
all the main subject areas expected in a Poyser
monograph. It is rather heavy going at times,
however, and some sections read more like a scien-
tific paper than a typical Poyser. The inclusion of
summaries of experimental procedures, modelling
approaches and statistical analyses does not help
the flow of the book and it is sometimes a bit of a
battle to pull out the key points. To take one
example, the chapter on diet does not include any
tables summarising Snowy Owl prey items but
devotes a whole page to a table of regression equa-
tions for calculating prey body weights from bone
remains. 

Despite these reservations, this is an impressive
and detailed volume and a welcome addition to
this series. It will perhaps be appreciated most by
fellow scientists, who are more likely to be com-
fortable with the writing style and the complex
terminology sometimes employed. As with many
other books in the series, it will no doubt be the
standard reference for this species for many years.

Ian Carter

The Snowy Owl
By Eugene Potapov and Richard Sale
Poyser, 2012
Hbk, 304pp; colour photographs, black-and-white illustrations
ISBN 978-0-7136-8817-7 Subbuteo code M21413
£50.00  BB Bookshop price £42.50
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This is not a bird
book but it is never-
theless a fascinating

piece of both social and environmental history,
which quickly had me captivated. Drawn to the
book by its title, since I live on the outer shores of
the Forth, I began by looking for ornithological
references, but soon found other distractions.

Much of the book deals with the sorry tale of
the ebb and flow (mostly ebb) of natural resources
harvested by people living along the shores of the
Forth over the last 10,000+ years, although most of
the detail covers just the last few hundred years, a
period for which we have much more direct evi-
dence. A succession of fish and shellfish harvests
for various species have left us with a greatly
impoverished marine fauna. Other problems that
have affected the Forth are land claim and pollu-
tion. It is estimated that, in the last 400 years,
45–55% of the intertidal area of the Forth has
been ‘reclaimed’. The impacts of  pollution
increased as the human population grew, although
the sewage deposited off Leith supported flocks of
over 40,000 ducks right up until the late 1970s. (In
the winter of 1969/70 there were estimates of

30,000–40,000 Greater Scaup Aythya marila, up to
4,000 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula and
5,000–8,000 Common Pochard A. ferina). Water
purification laws and the decline of industry mean
that the Forth is now much cleaner.

In the final chapters the avifauna of the Firth of
Forth takes centre stage with chapters devoted to
the Northern Gannets Morus bassanus of the Bass
Rock and the seabird colonies, mainly on the Isle
of May but also on other islands in the firth. These
chapters are a real treasure trove of information
about the history of the breeding birds of these
islands. Being on an island provided little protec-
tion from egg-collectors and shooting ‘tourists’ but
following protection the numbers have, until more
recently, seen unprecedented increases. Part of the
reason for this success is thought to have been the
removal of competition for prey (smaller fish)
from larger fish such as cod and herring. But the
now-familiar tale of declines in some species in
more recent years is also discussed.

This book is easy to read yet crammed with fas-
cinating facts, so is excellent value at less than £15.

Mark Holling

The Firth of Forth: an environmental history
By T. C. Smout and Mairi Stewart
Birlinn, 2012
Pbk, 306pp; 16 colour photographs, many black-and-white
photographs and figures
ISBN 978-1-78027-064-7 Subbuteo code M21602
£14.99  BB Bookshop price £13.49

Owl taxonomy is in a
greater state of  flux
than that of any other
non-passerine group.
As recently as 1991,

Clements, in his Checklist of the Birds of the World
(4th edn), listed 178 species of owls. The inter-
vening 20 years have seen much work done on owl
DNA coupled with a great increase in our knowl-
edge of their vocalisations, ranges and biology.
This has led to a massive increase in the number of

Owls of the World: a photographic guide
By Heimo Mikkola
Christopher Helm, 2012
Hbk, 512pp; 750+ colour photos, distribution maps
ISBN 978-1-4081-3028-5 Subbuteo code M21327 
£35.00  BB Bookshop price £30.00

owl species recognised today. This book identifies
249 species of owl and is honest enough to admit
that it will not be the last word on owl taxonomy.

The opening chapters deal with what makes an
owl, the nature of owls, evolution and taxonomy
and owls and humans. Well written and illustrated,
these offer an interesting and authoritative
overview of  these subjects. I was, however, 
surprised to learn nothing of the differences
between the two closely related families, the
Tytonidae and the Strigidae, which together 
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I have maintained
a keen interest 
in the progress 
of  the Rutland

Ospreys Pandion haliaetus, in large part because of
my involvement in the East Midlands Red Kite
Milvus milvus reintroduction, in nearby north
Northamptonshire. The first young Ospreys, taken
from nests in Scotland, were released in 1996, one
year after the first batch of Red Kites, and both
species have gradually become re-established in
the area over the intervening period. The two new
arrivals even interact at times and Red Kites are
not beyond pilfering the odd fish from active
Osprey nest-sites. Locally breeding Red Kites prob-
ably outnumber Ospreys by a factor of over 20 to
one but, as explained in the book, that is largely a
reflection of the significant challenges involved in
restoring a bird like the Osprey, with its highly spe-

cialist diet and hazardous long-distance migration. 
The bulk of the book is taken up with highly

readable year-on-year accounts of the project,
from the initial preparations back in 1995 through
various milestones such as the first release, the first
returning bird and the first successful breeding.
Lessons are learnt along the way and there are
some notable setbacks described with real feeling
by those directly involved. Although the book
focuses on the release site and breeding area
centred on Rutland Water, other parts of the story
are not forgotten. Satellite tracking has helped to
reveal the migration routes taken by released
Ospreys and the authors provide accounts of
exciting trips to the Pyrenees and West Africa to
try to connect with migrating birds. The recent
breeding attempts in Wales (partly involving birds
released at Rutland) are dealt with though, surpris-
ingly, I could find no mention of the recently

The Rutland Water Ospreys
By Tim Mackrill, with Tim Appleton and Helen McIntyre,
photographs and illustrations by John Wright
Bloomsbury, 2013
Hbk, 160pp; colour illustrations throughout
ISBN 978-1-4081-7414-2 Subbuteo code M21422
£20.00  BB Bookshop price £17.00
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comprise the Strigiformes or owls.
The meat of the book is of course the 249

species accounts. There are sections on identifica-
tion, call, food and hunting, habitat, status and
distribution, geographical variation and similar
species plus range maps for each species. Many
accounts are understandably brief, especially when
dealing with rare and little-known species, but a
little more diligent research would have filled in a
few gaps. Nothing is given in the food and hunting
sections of Balsas Screech Owl Megascops seductus
or Guatemalan Pygmy Owl Glaucidium cobanense
amongst others, yet their diets are listed in HBW.

Vocalisations are obviously very important for
both finding and identifying nocturnal owls. The
sections on call are a major let-down: often only a
single call type, usually an advertising call, is
described. While I have some sympathy here, in
that the function of many owl calls is poorly
known, in many cases a range of calls are well
known. For the common and wide-ranging Bur-
rowing Owl Athene cunicularia, for example, the
only call described is given as a ‘hollow, plaintive
coo-coo oo’. A quick visit to www.xeno-canto.org
reveals some of the diversity of calls emitted by

this species, even if the same call-type has its func-
tion described differently there. Another perennial
problem is transcribing these calls. It is tempting
to say that the author doesn’t give two hoots
regarding this problem, and this view is confirmed
when reading the accounts of the 24 Strix species.

The author acknowledges borrowing heavily
from other works, notably König et al. (Owls of the
World, Christopher Helm, 2008). By doing so,
however, errors are perpetuated, particularly in the
distribution and range maps. To wit the Bismarck
Hawk-Owl Ninox variegata does not occur on New
Britain and the Cinnabar Hawk-Owl N. ios is now
known to occur more widely on Sulawesi than
shown. It would help greatly if such facts had been
properly checked.

Despite these faults, this is a well-produced and
undeniably lovely book. It showcases over 750
colour photographs depicting all but a handful of
the world’s species. Many are stunning, a fitting
tribute to this diverse group which has long fasci-
nated mankind. These photographs alone are
reason enough to add this volume to your shelf.

Richard Schofield
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This is a remarkable
book! Large format,
well presented, well

written, beautifully illustrated with the author’s
own line-drawings. But (and it’s a big ‘but’), it is all
about birds with their feathers off! Effectively, it is
a textbook of avian anatomy, covering muscula-
ture and skeletal structure, with a detailed com-
mentary on the adaptive significance of  the
various characteristics defined in the drawings.

It starts with a brief ‘generic’ section that details
the basics of avian anatomy, with sections on the
trunk, head and neck, wings, and legs. This
describes and illustrates the commonality of the
avian body and serves as an introduction to the
rest of the book, which is a description of the
structure and adaptations of individual orders and
families. The taxonomy is a mix of ancient and
modern, with major groups that follow Linnaeus
and include Accipitres, Picae, Anseres, etc. These
are often based upon external appearance rather
than true evolutionary relationships, but serve to
bring together groups with common adaptations.
For example, Accipitres includes owls, vultures and
diurnal raptors (all ‘hooky-beaks’), while Anseres
encompasses waterfowl, penguins, divers, grebes –
and just about everything else (more or less) that

has webbed feet. A slightly bizarre taxonomy to the
modern eye, but it serves to allow the author to
pull together some excellent illustrations of con-
vergent evolution.

The bulk of this book takes each of the major
groups of birds and illustrates their (featherless)
anatomy with a series of superb drawings sup-
ported by an authoritative text. Some illustrations
are fascinating, including a Gentoo Penguin’s
Pygoscelis papua tongue showing the barbs that
help it hang onto its fish prey! I found the section
on penguins particularly interesting. The author
points out that Common Guillemots Uria aalge
are the largest of the auks, and are about the same
size as the smallest of the penguins, arguing that
you can’t get any bigger if you want to fly. And, of
course, in the northern hemisphere, most auks
need to fly to avoid terrestrial predators. The
flightless Great Auk Pinguinus impennis is (or
rather was) convergent upon the larger penguins,
and Katrina van Grouw shows how this conver-
gence is based upon a rather different body plan. 
I also found in these pages one of the better
explan ations of why woodpeckers do not do them-
selves serious self-harm when hammering on a
tree trunk – again with beautiful illustrations to
support the argument.

The Unfeathered Bird
By Katrina van Grouw
Princeton University Press, Princeton and Oxford
Hbk, 304pp; many colour illustrations
ISBN 978-0-691-15134-2 Subbuteo code M21377
£34.95  BB Bookshop price £31.45

established breeding birds in Cumbria.  
The book is very much a joint effort by the key

individuals involved in the project. There is a fore-
word by Roy Dennis, whose expertise, enthusiasm
and enviable powers of persuasion helped to get
things started. And there are a number of diary-
style contributions from some of the many hun-
dreds of  volunteers who have helped with
monitoring and nest protection over the years. A
special mention must go to John Wright who, on
this evidence, appears to be equally skilled as a
photographer and artist. His work appears on
almost every page and images of the individual
birds and events being described really help to
bring the story to life.

The final chapter focuses on some of the wider
conservation benefits of this pioneering project
and the legacy of work undertaken, an important

aspect given that reintroductions are by no means
universally popular and must justify the funds
spent on them. The authors deal with a regular
criticism of such projects by arguing that there is
nothing at all unnatural about the small breeding
population now established in central England. On
the contrary, it is the bird’s continued absence
from the vast majority of lowland England and
Wales, as a direct result of past human interven-
tion, that is unnatural. That raises interesting
questions about the future. The work at Rutland
has already helped to inspire release projects in
Spain and Italy and the authors make a strong case
that further releases would be useful in southern
Britain to help speed up the process of recolonisa-
tion.

Ian Carter



Recent reports
Compiled by Barry Nightingale and Harry Hussey

This summary of unchecked reports covers the period from early March to early April 2013.

Headlines With relentless cold easterlies for much of the period, the few rarities included a
Pallid Harrier in Surrey – its identification confirmed after it had departed – and now two
wintering Northern Harriers in Co. Wexford, Killdeers in Co. Donegal and Lancashire & N
Merseyside, a Black-throated Thrush in North-east Scotland, and belated news of a White-
throated Sparrow in Somerset. Scarce southern European migrants remained just that – scarce,
but included three Black Kites, a handful of Kentish Plovers on the English south coast and a
Red-rumped Swallow on Scilly.

March to 8th April; Saltholme (Cleveland),
3rd–8th April. King Eider Somateria spectabilis
Long-stayers, Bluemull Sound, 29th March and
Whalsay (both Shetland), 8th April. Harlequin
Duck Histrionicus histrionicus North Uist, long-
stayer to 6th April. Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicil-
lata Long-stayers in Denbighshire/Caernar -
fon shire (up to three), Dumfries & Galloway, Fife,
Co. Kerry and Pembrokeshire; Deer Sound
(Orkney), two, 11th March; Ben Head (Co.
Meath), one or two, 16th March to 6th April; Ross-
lare (Co. Wexford), 16th March to 6th April;
Salterstown (Co. Louth), 17th March; Balbriggan
Telpyn Point (Carmarthenshire), two, 18th March;
Balbriggan (Co. Dublin), 25th–29th March; Harris
(Outer Hebrides), 30th March; Seton Sands
(Lothian), one or two, 31st March to 8th April.

Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata Dungeness
(Kent), 2,600 past on 7th April. Pacific Diver Gavia
pacifica Mount’s Bay (Cornwall), long-stayer inter-
mittently to 1st April. White-billed Diver Gavia
adamsii Barmston (Yorkshire), 14th March;
Portsoy (North-east Scotland), three, 17th March,
at least one 28th March and three 1st April; South
Ronaldsay (Orkney), 19th and 30th March and
2nd–8th April; Lewis (Outer Hebrides), 27th
March, two 30th March to 2nd April, one to 8th.

Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis Hoveringham GP 
(Nottinghamshire), 28th March. Glossy Ibis 
Plegadis falcinellus Long-stayers in Hampshire/

Cackling Goose Branta hutchinsii Long-stayers: Islay
(Argyll), to 29th March; Mersehead (Dumfries &
Galloway), to 12th March; The Mullet (Co. Mayo),
to 13th March; North Uist (Outer Hebrides), to 6th
April. Red-breasted Goose Branta ruficollis Far-
lington Marshes (Hampshire), long-stayer to 5th
April; Oare Marshes (Kent), 6th April.

American Wigeon Anas americana Long-stayers in
Devon, Lincolnshire, Orkney and the Outer
Hebrides; Quoile Pondage (Co. Down), 29th
March to 6th April; Little Neston (Cheshire &
Wirral), 31st March to 7th April; Bodenham Lake
(Herefordshire), 31st March. Black Duck Anas
rubripes Long-stayer, Achill Island (Co. Mayo), to
4th April. Blue-winged Teal Anas discors Threave
(Dumfries & Galloway), long-stayer to 29th
March; Ballylongford (Co. Kerry), 27th–30th
March. 

Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca Ham Wall (Som-
erset), long-stayer to 21st March; Otmoor
(Oxfordshire), 25th March to 7th April. Lesser
Scaup Aythya affinis Long-stayers in Cornwall and
East Glamorgan; Oxford Island (Co. Armagh), 3rd
February to 29th March; Auchendores/Leperstone
Resrs (Clyde), 13th–30th March; Brockholes and
Fishmoor Resr (Lancashire & N Merseyside),
15th–16th March; Ogston Resr (Derbyshire), 16th
March; Wellington GP (Herefordshire), 16th
March to 8th April; Freiston (Lincolnshire), 19th
March to 7th April; Bryn Bach CP (Gwent), 27th
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All in all, this is a fascinating book, with masses
of detailed description of birds’ structure, and the
author relates this to their function and ultimately
ecology. I doubt whether there really is such a
beast as a ‘typical’ BB reader, and I wonder
whether this book would appeal sufficiently to
encourage them to part with £35. However, for
three years at Durham in the 1960s, my under-

graduate studies in zoology included a weekly 
dissection. My final examination included the 
dissection of the wing musculature of a pigeon.
How I wish that I had had this book alongside me
during those two traumatic hours!

David Parkin
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