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The BB/BTO Best Bird
Book of the Year 2006

British Birds and the British Trust for Ornithology announce the 
winner of the Award for Best Bird Book of the Year.

All books reviewed in British Birds or the BTO publications 
BTO News and Bird Study during the year 2006 were eligible 

for consideration for this Award.

In total, 88 books were available for consideration
in this year’s competition, the format of which
followed a familiar pattern. Each of the six judges
compiled a ranked short-list of their six favourite
titles, on the basis of the reviews published by BB
and BTO, and their own experience. No formal
criteria exist for the judges, but we look for
special merit in books that we consider will have
general and widespread appeal to the readership
of both BB and BTO News. Judging took place at
the BTO’s Ringing & Migration conference in
December 2006 and, thanks to the BTO library
and Subbuteo Books, all the books selected ini-
tially were available for us to examine further.

In some years it requires a major effort to
reach a final short-list, but this year we felt that
the strength in depth of previous years was
missing. Consequently we found that we had
narrowed the field to a group of eight con-
tenders remarkably quickly and, although our
impression was that 2006 was not a vintage
year, we wish to emphasise that these eight were
all of high quality, and also that we all felt that
we had a winner worthy of the title ‘Best Bird
Book of the Year’. The short-list of eight com-
prised the six books listed below, in addition to
two handbooks singled out for special mention.

WINNER:
The Sound Approach to Birding: a guide to
understanding bird sound
By Mark Constantine and The Sound Approach.
The Sound Approach, Poole, 2006 (see Brit. Birds
99: 584–585).
Our winner this year is the first concerted
attempt, at least in modern times, to help field

birders to get to grips with bird vocalisations.
Since Peter Grant and Killian Mullarney delivered
us The New Approach to Identification in 1989, the
steady progress in identification techniques has
seemed to major on visual clues, helped signifi-
cantly by advances in photographic gear. Check
out how many people on your local patch are
photographing birds compared with the number
recording bird calls and song. This innovative
book will perhaps lead to some redressing of that
balance, and it is therefore a most welcome devel-
opment. It is, of course, not the last word on bird
sounds, but it is a jolly good start. We agreed with
the BB reviewer’s suggestion that most people
who are serious about bird identification need to
read and interact with this book (and it is sensibly
priced to allow most to do so). Some may find the
text a bit flippant, and/or feel that it needed some
more polish; we took those comments on board
but overall we felt that the authors’ style actually
made for a readable and approachable way of
imparting their information, and one that will
allow birders to get the most out of the text, the
sonograms and the two CDs of bird calls that
come with the book.

2nd: Lapland: a natural history
By Derek Ratcliffe. T. & A. D. Poyser, A&C Black,
London, 2005 (see Brit. Birds 99: 160).
This book embodies most if not all of the quali-
ties we have come to associate with Poyser, and
the publisher has done a fine job with Derek
Ratcliffe’s last major work. Derek was an excel-
lent communicator and the text is well written,
revealing both his depth of knowledge and his
enthusiasm for his subject. The book covers the



ecosystems, flora and fauna of the parts of
northern Europe and northwestern Russia lying
within the Arctic Circle and is a landmark in
Arctic natural history publication. The high-
quality photographs of the region’s habitats and
wildlife are interspersed throughout and are
one of the highlights. We felt that this book was
a fitting tribute to one of the leading naturalists
of his generation.

3rd: Bewick’s Swan
By Eileen Rees. T. & A. D. Poyser, A&C Black,
London, 2006 (see Brit. Birds 99: 583–584).
The leading monograph of the year, by a long
way, this should stand comparison with the best
of the Poyser monographs. It is fairly traditional
in its format and layout, and in that sense it is
not a groundbreaker, but that should not take
anything away from the achievement of the
author, Eileen Rees, who has done a magnificent
job in researching and writing a book on this
attractive bird. Most of the judges agreed with
the BB reviewer in feeling that the publisher
might have been a little more extravagant, and
that the rather cramped layout and sometimes
disappointing reproduction of some photo-
graphs did not match the design and quality of
the second-placed book from the same stable.

4th: Cutting Away: the linocuts of Robert
Gillmor
By Robert Gillmor. Langford Press, Peterborough,
2006 (see Brit. Birds 100: 126–127).
When one of us (RR) mentioned to Robert on
the morning of the judging day that his book
was in the initial short-list, he looked somewhat
aghast: ‘It really shouldn’t be, it isn’t a bird
book’ was his reply. Technically speaking, that is
true, it’s not a bird book; but it does contain
much that will interest birdwatchers and both
BB readers and BTO members. Robert is the
outstanding exponent of the printmaker’s art
who specialises in birds, and this volume pres-
ents a fascinating history of bird art during his
lifetime. The fact that it deals with his illustra-
tions of cards and calendars, and his designs of
birdfair posters, as well as his marvellous talents
for observation of bird behaviour and animal
movement in the landscape adds to the variety
and interest of a terrific book. It is another
cracker from the Langford stable, which in the
last two years has launched some excellent art

books onto the market.

5th: Naturalised Birds of the World
By Christopher Lever. T. & A. D. Poyser, A&C
Black, 2005 (see Brit. Birds 99: 327).
Although this book is technically an update of
an earlier volume of the same name, which we
took into account with our voting, this does not
hide the fact that an enormous amount of work
has gone into this new version – it is virtually a
new book. As the BB reviewer observed, the
introduction and establishment of bird species
in the wild, outside their natural range, is a hot
topic and the appearance of this book is timely;
its qualities mean that it will be a significant
tool for conservationists.

6th: Birds in Bhutan: status and distribution
By Peter Spierenburg. Oriental Bird Club,
Bedford, 2005 (see Brit. Birds 99: 379–380).
We felt that this book was a really fine piece of
work, and that it represented an important and
impressive first step in improving our knowl-
edge of the birds of this country. The author,
and the Oriental Bird Club, should rightly feel
well pleased with this book.

Last but not least, our two ‘honourable men-
tions’ are predictable enough: Vol. 10 of HBW
(Handbook of the Birds of the World) and Vols. 6
& 7 of HANZAB (Handbook of Australian, New
Zealand and Antarctic Birds). HBW has been
praised right from the start, it has featured regu-
larly in these write-ups and has won this award
outright on two previous occasions. The stan-
dards of this series remain of the very highest
order; what more is there to say? All the judges
were impressed with the quality of the final
volumes of HANZAB; these are a thoroughly
fitting culmination of a monumental project,
and the authors deserve the fullest praise.
HANZAB has never won the title ‘Best Bird
Book of the Year’ and we debated whether it
should this year; the fact that it deals with Aus-
tralia and New Zealand and is thus well outside
our usual remit of the Western Palearctic means
that it is difficult to recommend it as likely to be
of key interest to a majority of our readers; but
that should not stop anyone with an interest in
the birds of the region from completing their set
with these two fine volumes.
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