
The fact that Norfolk is one of Britain’s finest coun-
ties for birds is hardly a secret but this book sets out
to demonstrate precisely why this is the case. The
bare statistics are compelling. The Wash is the most
important site for waterbirds in the UK, supporting
an astonishing 373,000 birds, while the north
Norfolk coast is the country’s fifth most important,
followed by the Breydon/Berney area in 10th posi-
tion and the Ouse Washes in 11th. And that’s just
the wintering wetland species. If you add in the
breeding terns and waders, the birds of the heaths
and Breckland areas, the reedbed breeders, the
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winter special-
ities such as
Shore Larks
E r e m o p h i l a
alpestris and
Snow Plectro-
phenax nivalis
and Lapland
Buntings Calcarius lapponicus, the sometimes large
movements and ‘falls’ of common migrants and the
long history of scarce and rare (sometimes very
rare) birds, then the sheer quality and diversity of

478 © British Birds 109 • August 2016 • 478 – 480

In this enjoyable book, Theunis Piersma takes time
off from his well-known shorebird studies to
enthuse about his other passion, the House Martin
Delichon urbicum, which nests on his house in a
small Frisian village. An eclectic mix of history,
biology and conservation concerns, the book com-
prises 29 brief chapters, each of which is a personal
account of a particular observation or question
about the lives of these birds and their relation-
ships and interactions with people, with an occa-
sional digression on other hirundines and swifts. 

This is not an in-depth study of House Martins
but rather a book to dip into for fascinating
insights into, for example, why these birds line their
nests with white feathers, why they have feathered
legs, how the chicks survive during prolonged bad
weather, whether the adults roost in flight and
where they spend the winter. There are interesting
chapters on their nest sanitation and louse fly para-
sites, and their diet and flight – Piersma likens
House Martins to ‘little killer whales’ whose black-
and-white coloration may make both the whales
and the martins difficult for prey to see.

The book includes a foreword by Ian Newton
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and, although not oth-
erwise illustrated,
chapter vignettes by Jos
Zwarts. It was origi-
nally published in
Frisian in 2014 but has been translated and updated
for a wider, especially British, audience. In one
chapter, for instance, Piersma discusses the close cul-
tural connections between the English and Frisians
in the Middle Ages, with similar names for swallows
and martins, and in another the decline in House
Martin populations in England, including around
Selborne where they were so abundant in Gilbert
White’s day. The reasons for the decline are not clear
but Piersma points in particular to modern farming
practices and the resulting loss of insect life in both
the UK and the Netherlands. This is a timely book,
coming in the middle of the BTO’s own two-year
survey of the House Martin’s population size,
ecology and nesting preferences. It is very readable
and will delight anyone who has admired this
engaging summer guest. 

Angela Turner
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the county’s avifauna starts to become apparent.
All these riches are fully documented in this

book with each important habitat or group of
species meriting a chapter. Given Andy Brown’s
encyclopedic knowledge of the status and distribu-
tion of Britain’s birds (amply showcased in the
Poyser volume Birds in England), the treatments are
thorough and their subjects carefully placed in
their national and international contexts. There are
plenty of facts and figures, many contained in well-
presented charts, tables and figures, while addi-
tional text boxes provide extra information, for
example on survey methodologies, the occurrence
of particular species or historical dimensions. 

In this last context I was particularly pleased to
see a full recognition of Norfolk’s long and distin-
guished ornithological history, with much use made
of the early literature, from Gurney and Browne
through Stevenson and Riviere to today’s avifaunas.
It was fascinating to read once more of the nine-
teenth-century irruptions of Pallas’s Sandgrouse
Syrrhaptes paradoxus, the 1968 Nutcracker
Nucifraga caryocatactes invasion and the once-
routine, day-long processions of Hooded Crows
Corvus cornix. One wonders what the old naturalists
would have made of today’s Eurasian Spoonbills
Platalea leucorodia, Little Egrets Egretta garzetta and
Mediterranean Gulls Larus melanocephalus.

Following chapters on Norfolk’s Special Protec-
tion Areas and the often forgotten land between
the protected sites, the final chapter addresses the

county’s changing avian landscape, particularly in
Breckland and the Fens, documenting their
(invariably negative) historical transformations
but also pointing the way towards exciting new
habitat creation and restoration initiatives.

The textual description of the county’s riches is,
however, only half the story, for this book is as
much an art book as an avifauna. Its visual content
is contributed by James McCallum and we are
treated here to a tour de force of his trademark
economy of line and subtlety of wash. The large
format gives plenty of room for the paintings and
many are reproduced at full-page size. There are of
course plenty of Brent Branta bernicla and Pink-
footed Geese Anser brachyrhynchus ‘birdscapes’, but
also more intimate renderings of breeding terns and
waders and migrant passerines. Among the latter, I
particularly enjoyed the flock of Ring Ouzels Turdus
torquatus and the Richard’s Pipits Anthus richardi,
but all the paintings carry the hallmark of authentic
close observation, transporting anyone familiar
with the county’s birds back to their own personal
store of treasured moments and memories.   

This is an unusual hybrid of avifauna and art
book but it works well, the text being engaging and
authoritative and the artwork aesthetically
pleasing and in many cases inspirational. It is a
fitting celebration of what is still – perhaps –
Britain’s greatest bird county.

Andy Stoddart

This book’s subtitle – a year in the lives of twelve
British birds – explains what it is all about. What is
reasonably described as an eclectic mix of species
has been selected – Bewick’s Swan Cygnus
columbianus, Peregrine Falco peregrinus, Lapwing
Vanellus vanellus, Puffin Fratercula arctica, Cuckoo
Cuculus canorus, Tawny Owl Strix aluco, Kingfisher
Alcedo atthis, Swallow Hirundo rustica, Robin
Erithacus rubecula, Nightingale Luscinia megarhyn-
chos, Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus and Blue Tit
Cyanistes caeruleus – and their lives are examined
in 12 chapters, beginning with January and ending
with December.

I liked the idea, seeing the value to birding
beginners, and even the more experienced among
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us, of a popular, read-
able overview. I came
across a number of
things that were new
to me, and generally
enjoyed much of this
book, parts of which are very good indeed. I also
struggled with some of it and think it has some
unfortunate shortcomings. 

The first of these is that since our knowledge of
the 12 species is so very variable, there is inevitably a
lot of imbalance in the accounts: it is not too diffi-
cult to talk about the Cuckoo’s life history, or that of
the Robin, but saying much about Puffins in winter,
Waxwings in summer or, ironically, Nightingales in
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Invited to Monk’s House in June 1952 by Eric
Ennion’s son Hugh, I was straightaway propelled to
a north-facing window on the ground floor. On its
list of ‘seen through here’ species, eclipsing all other
names, was Pallas’s [Leaf] Warbler, commemo-
rating Britain’s second ever, on 13th and 14th
October the previous year, 1951. Hence my first
hope-cum-desire for what became the Holy Grail
passerine to my generation of migration students.

Sixty-four years later almost to the day, my
postie delivered a small book with a ‘sprite’ on the
cover. Automatically, I counted the stripes, found
seven and smiled. With only a few pages turned, I
sensed that Andy Stoddart’s evocation of the best
gem in Phylloscopus – and its fans of  several
ornithological classes over nearly 250 years – was
going to be a compelling read…

Drawn from its 169 references, the text of
Siberia’s Sprite is broadly researched and meets its
aim of describing the human journey to and
around P. proregulus through an engaging series of
historical reviews. The first four detail its early dis-
coveries during imperialist adventures in old
Russia, unsplit India and still-dynastic China. The
cast of hunt initiators and members remains utterly
inspiring, being led off respectively by Catherine
the Great and Peter Simon Pallas. Enter also other
old heroes, their names still attached to Asian birds
but usually in modern books lacking personality.
Andy fills that gap admirably and also confirms
that this elegant little bird was not just a speculative
target but also and always a spellbinding being.

The next five chapters tell the
tale of when ‘Pallas’s’ reached Europe and particu-
larly Britain. The human players are again woven
into a veritable ‘Who’s who’ of rarity discoverers.
The photograph of Heinrich Gätke with Santa
beard, fur coat and gleaming shotgun is the
human showstopper but Ted Ramm’s ace bitch
‘Duchess’ gets full credit for pointing Cley and
Britain’s first-ever proregulus 120 autumns ago.

In its last third, the book’s contents change.
First comes a perceptive review of the bird’s depic-
tions by artists ancient and modern. They begin
with (probably) Elizabeth Gould’s charming pair
of ‘Dalmatian Regulus’ and end with Andy’s clear
favourite, Lars Jonsson’s ‘true “sprite” poised to fly
off the page’. Second follows a dutiful summary of
the various explanations of other authors for the
still astonishing westward surge of proregulus in
the last six decades. Sensibly, Andy sums up the
questions rather than choosing one answer. Third
and last trail in 11 tense pages on the bird’s taxo-
nomic flux. Clearly the debate on whether the
‘sprite’ is species, superspecies or even genus
needed airing, but the clash of contentions – with
not one mention of behavioural signals – made for
me a vexing end to an otherwise sparkling story of
avian and human energies. Even so, I recommend
his paean to ‘Pallas’s’ without reservation. All
parents of Next Generation Birders should put it
in their Christmas stocking.

Ian Wallace
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November is more tricky. Secondly, the decision to
split each month into three parts – early, middle
and late – was surely a mistake. It has clearly been a
struggle to write enough on some species, so that
parts of the text seem like padding, or are very
repetitive. I even found some sections rather boring.
This would have been a much better book if the
chapters were not split, and indeed if, through
tighter editing, it was about a third shorter.

Which brings me to the editing. Some readers
will not be too keen on Mike’s informal, almost
conversational style, and no doubt some will not
like some of the anthropomorphisms – these do
not bother me unduly, but I am sad that some

really awful howlers in sentence construction have
not been spotted. It is not good enough, for
example, to write: ‘Despite being so brightly
coloured, many novice birdwatchers often struggle
to catch sight of a Kingfisher...’; or ‘Having already
departed our shores well in advance of  the
Nightingales, the BTO has discovered...’.

The statement in the Acknowledgments about
a ‘grammatically spot-on edit’ hardly rings true. A
good editor would also have questioned the
curious description of the Peregrine as ‘the self-
styled fastest bird on earth’.

Mike Everett


