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This book is the long-awaited part
2 of ‘Pyle’, long regarded as the
North American counterpart of
‘Svensson’ (or, more precisely, his
Identification Guide to European
Passerines). The title is a good
summary of what the book is
about; it presents detailed
information on identification,
moult, ageing and sexing of North
American non-passerines, from
ducks, geese and swans through to
the auks. ‘Near passerines’, from
doves to woodpeckers, were dealt
with in part 1.

As in part 1, an excellent
introduction precedes the species
accounts, and covers topography,
measurements, moult (in some
detail), ageing and sexing tech-
niques, and so on. Some 310 species
and 276 subspecies are dealt with
(compared with 392 and 856,
respectively, in part 1), which
comprise all the species which have

than four years of procrastination,
once the first part was complete.
Again, as with part 1, the
information is targeted at ringers
and museum workers in particular,
yet there is much here for field
birders as well. The ‘New Approach’
of Peter Grant and Killian
Mullarney is no longer new, but it
is that detailed scrutiny of
individual feather tracts with good
optics (and now digital cameras)
that puts much of the information
here directly in the realm of field
birders. And, of course, there are
plenty of potential transatlantic
vagrants among the wildfowl,
waders and gulls in particular (to
say nothing of seabirds).

It takes a little concentration to
use the book for those of us on this
side of the Atlantic, given the
unfamiliar (to us) American ageing
and moult terminology, which is
central to the way that the
information is laid out. However,
the effort is well worth it. This is
another mightily impressive piece
of work from a team of authors led
by Peter Pyle and, despite its hefty
price tag, it deserves to be
considered by a wider audience
than simply those who purchased
part 1.

Roger Riddington

bred in North America together
with annual visitors. Most of the
species accounts stretch from one
to three pages, although some are
longer, with standard headings,
including ‘Geographic variation’,
‘Moult’ and ‘Age/sex’ (in the last,
distinct age/sex groupings from
juvenile through to adult are
described). Where appropriate, the
section on geographical variation 
is extensive (over a page for the
Common Eider Somateria
mollissima, for example) and will be
of particular interest for some
species.

Like part 1, part 2 contains a
phenomenal amount of informa-
tion (see the statistics in the title
bar, above). The second (much
revised) edition of part 1 was
published in 1997 (see Brit. Birds
91: 256) and Pyle admits in his
introduction that the magnitude of
the task was responsible for more
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birds that have been identified from
archaeological sites. As a result they
have been able to review our
knowledge of avifaunal history over
the last 15,000 years. Although the
focus is on Britain, a real attempt
has been made to set our avifauna
in its wider historical and European
context.

Most bird species can be
tentatively identified by their larger
bones. Although they appeared in
other parts of Europe in the late
Jurassic period (about 145 million
years ago), in Britain evidence of
birds cannot be found before the
Eocene (55–65 million years ago).
However, after this there are no
more specimens until the

Pleistocene (from about 2 million
years ago). Using records from
around the country, the authors
present a number of distribution
maps for a selection of species.
For example, in the Mesolithic
(7,000–10,000 years ago) there were
Ptarmigan Lagopus muta and Hazel
Grouse Bonasa bonasia in Avon and
south Devon. As time marches on
into the Neolithic, there is more
evidence available, and a wider
range of species can be identified.
The authors try to describe the
habitats that would have been found
in Britain at that time. In the fens
there were many species that we still
see today, but I had not expected
Dalmatian Pelican Pelecanus crispus

The authors’ main aim in writing
this book was to draw attention to
the extensive archaeological infor-
mation about bird distribution. To
achieve this they obtained external
funding to set up a team to create a
database of over 9,000 records of
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to have been among them.
Another aspect of this book’s

scope is the use of place-names to
indicate the historical significance
of birds. Again a surprising range of
species is revealed. Some are
obvious, such as Hawkridge and
Larkbeare, but as a Red Kite Milvus
milvus enthusiast I never realised
the significance of Kidbrooke (kite
brook) or Gledholt (kite wood).
The authors also assess the use of
bird names in literature. The

histories of individual species are
also examined – such as Great
Bustard Otis tarda, Great Auk
Pinguinus impennis, Capercaillie
Tetrao urogallus and various raptors.

In a final chapter there is an
assessment of twentieth-century
bird distribution and the factors
that influenced key species and,
similarly, a look ahead to future
changes that we may witness. There
is also an appendix of more than
250 species with details of where

their bones have been detected and
in approximately which period. The
list includes Pygmy Cormorant
Phalacrocorax pygmeus, Lammer-
geier Gypaetus barbatus, Demoiselle
Crane Anthropoides virgo, White-
backed Woodpecker Dendrocopos
leucotos, Azure-winged Magpie
Cyanopica cyanus and Snowfinch
Montifringilla nivalis.

Keith Betton
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parameters such as a bird’s mass
and wingspan to make predictions
about flight performance. The
sometimes dense text is suitable
either for engineers who want to
understand the biology of bird
flight or ornithologists who want to
understand flight mechanics. To a
large extent the chapters can be
read in isolation and the casual
reader, of which there are not likely
to be many, can dip into the book
and largely avoid the mathematics.
Even a general reader would,
however, pick up lots of useful
information from this book. Mind-
boggling though long-distance
migration is, we learn that

migrating birds may be living well
within their physiological means.
For example, a Bar-tailed Godwit
Limosa lapponica that migrates
non-stop from the Alaskan
Peninsula to New Zealand is in fact
carrying enough fat to continue to
the South Pole (without stopping),
should it wish to. The book
challenges many popular assump-
tions about how birds fly, and why
different species adopt different
flight strategies. It is recommended
for serious students and
professionals.

Martin Collinson 

This is a new addition to the
Academic Press ‘Theoretical
Ecology Series’, which discusses the
mechanics and biology of flight,
primarily in birds. It is designed to
complement the freely available
Flight programme, which uses basis

main chapters: the history of
binoculars; their part in military
service; the professional use of
binoculars outside the military;
their use in astronomy, and then
natural history; ‘Let me entertain
you’ (the use of the binocular to
enrich people’s leisure time);
choosing, using and repairing; and,
finally, binocular collectors. The
main text in each chapter is
liberally interspersed with
illustrations, mostly in colour, and
with a great many self-contained
boxes or panels. The latter include
short contributions on ‘Landmark
binoculars’ (some of the more
important or popular models, such
as the Swift Audubon or the iconic
Carl Zeiss Jena 7 x 50, 8 x 30 and 10
x 50 models, which many birders
know through the Jenoptem
badge); ‘My binocular story’,
featuring interesting, amusing or
quirky stories relating to
binoculars; and ‘Binoculars with a

history’, describing particular
instruments with a notable past.

Overall, I found the book a
mixed bag. I particularly enjoyed
the chapter on the history of
binoculars, whereas ‘Let me
entertain you’ left me wondering
why the author had bothered.
Likewise, the ‘landmark binocular’
panels were almost always a good
read, whereas those telling ‘My
binocular story’ were almost always
quirky rather than interesting or
amusing (though I did enjoy Rob
Hume’s account).

Lest that assessment seems
lukewarm, on the whole I found
this book a worthwhile read. I
learnt a lot and some of it surprised
me. I was fascinated to read about
the early pioneers, notably Carl
Zeiss, Ignazio Porro, Ernst Abbe
and Moritz Carl Hensoldt. It
surprised me, for example, to learn
how long the roof-prism binocular
has been around (Hensoldt

Technology continues to transform
various aspects of our daily lives,
including birding (how did we 
cope without the internet?), but
binoculars are still the single-most
important item in every birder’s
kitbag. Many, me included, can
recall every binocular they’ve ever
owned in a way that they might
struggle to remember every car
or… (I was going to say girlfriend,
but perhaps I shouldn’t) in their
life. Nonetheless, there are scarcely
any books about binoculars, and
few if any dealing with what Brin
Best calls their ‘social dimension’.

The book is divided into eight



patented it in 1898, and the first
incarnation of the Zeiss Dialyt
became available in 1905), and that
the Zeiss T-coating was pioneered
way back in 1935. Looking forward,
the idea of China becoming an
optical superpower was certainly
new to me. But above all, it struck
me just how fashion-conscious we
birders are. Most of us either own
or aspire to own roof-prism
binoculars from one of the big four
manufacturers (Zeiss, Leica,

Swarowski or Nikon). Their latest
incarnations are on the shelves at a
whopping £1,200+ in some cases,
and yet there are still some porro-
prism binoculars available for
about a quarter of that price, which
are nigh-on equal to the top-of-the-
range roofs in terms of optical and
build quality. We seem to disregard
them just because they are not
waterproof (and how important is
that in reality to most of us?) – or is
it more to do with herd instinct,

fashion and slick advertising?
Admittedly, I am as much a part of
the herd as the rest but I think that
this book has given me a more
balanced perspective (incidentally,
Brin Best presents a particularly fair
treatment of all the brands). All in
all, this was a good way to spend a
few long winter evenings.

Roger Riddington
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either protected or quarry, and
systematics, including taxonomy
and world distribution. There is a
photograph for every species
although line-drawings are
conspicuous by their absence. The
maps, although necessarily on a
very small scale, are clear, with
breeding, wintering, passage and
year-round ranges shown by
orange, blue, yellow and green
respectively. The numbers and
distribution of records of vagrants
are shown by different-sized purple
dots positioned in départements.
Histograms, using the same colour
coding, are used to show numbers
of breeding pairs, total wintering
populations and annual totals of
records for vagrants over various
timescales. There are also histo-
grams showing the occurrence of
vagrants over the course of the year,
with each month divided into three
ten-day periods. Further text
sections cover distribution and
annual cycle, history and trends,
and a specific bibliography.

The systematic list deals with
560 species in categories A, B and
C, and those in categories D and E
appear in an appendix. The total list
is less than that for the UK, but this
masks a much greater number of
breeding species and fewer
vagrants. Resident species such as
Middle Spotted Woodpecker
Dendrocopos medius, Short-toed
Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla
and Crested Tit Lophophanes
cristatus breed right up to the
Channel coast, but seem unlikely to
colonise southern England. Black
Woodpecker Dryocopus martius has
spread towards the coast and is a

possible candidate for cross-
Channel colonisation, while the
Crested Lark Galerida cristata is
withdrawing from northern
France, making the prospect of
further British records less likely.
Presumably, migrants such as the
Fan-tailed Warbler Cisticola
juncidis (which has been spreading
eastwards up the channel coast),
Melodious Warbler Hippolais
polyglotta and European Serin
Serinus serinus may have a greater
chance of colonising the UK,
especially with the help of global
warming. France has also lost
breeding species, for example Black
Wheatear Oenanthe leucura, which
has not bred since 1938. I was also
interested to check information for
passage movements of seabirds and
waders which are routinely
observed from watchpoints in
southern England. There was
surprisingly no information for up-
channel movements of Bar-tailed
Godwits Limosa lapponica and
Whimbrels Numenius phaeopus in
spring, while in contrast numbers
of Little Gulls Hydrocoloeus
minutus dwarfed those recorded in
southern England; records quoted
included several single-day counts
in excess of 3,000 and a spring total
of 10,190 at Cap Gris-Nez in 2006.
The data presented for Pomarine
Skua Stercorarius pomarinus was
also surprising, with spring
numbers stated to be much lower
than those in autumn, at which
time observed passage has become
heavier in recent years with a
maximum single-day count of 700
in November 1999.

This is a very well-produced

This is a wonderful book to delve
into. After initial frustration about
it being entirely in French (hardly
surprising for a book on the French
avifauna produced in France!), it is
amazing how much of interest
English speakers with a limited
command of French can glean 
from it.

The first Inventory, written by
Noël Mayaud, was published in
1936, and the Second Inventory,
compiled by the present team,
appeared in 2001. Since then, so
much additional data regarding
breeding birds, wintering waterfowl
and occasional visitors and
vagrants has come to light that a
completely new book is required,
hence the present volume.

The book starts with an
introductory chapter, which gives
information about data sources, a
relief map, a list of départements
and an explanation of the
conventions used for the plentiful
maps and histograms in the
systematic list that follows. All the
species accounts start with an
introduction, giving the French
vernacular and scientific names,
species category (using the same
A–E system as the UK), alternative
French names, conservation status,



287British Birds 102 • May 2009 • 284–288

volume with which I can find very
little to nit-pick. The book lacks
defining introductory chapters
giving an overview of the
composition and character of the
French avifauna or a survey of the
country’s bird habitats, both of
which were included in the seminal
Birds in England (Brown & Grice,
Poyser, 2005). Thus the opportu-
nity to include photographs of key
French habitats has been missed.
The species sequence used is
somewhat confusing – it is similar

to the winter one, and the winter
records for Lapland Bunting
Calcarius lapponicus are labelled as
breeding records.

This is a highly authoritative
work and thus an essential pur-
chase for professionals or laymen
with an interest in the French and
indeed Western Palearctic avifauna.

My thanks go to Gilbert
Rowland for invaluable help with
translation.

John Clark

to the BB list, although the order
within some families, for example
gulls (Laridae), is unfamiliar and
the latest revisions to scientific
names in, for example, the tits
(Paridae) have not been incorpor-
ated. Most of the photographs are
excellent, although there are some
surprising choices, such as a
juvenile Rock Thrush Monticola
saxatilis rather than a breeding
adult. I found two mistakes on the
maps – the breeding map of the
Mute Swan Cygnus olor is identical
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treated. For example, the number of
species in the genus Tyto has
increased from 17 to 25, and three
groups of barn owl, each with
several races and previously
considered as subspecies of Tyto
alba have been given specific rank:
Common Barn Owl T. alba,
American Barn Owl T. furcata and
Australian Barn Owl T. delicatula.
Other barn owls with more or less
isolated distribution have also been
given specific rank, for example
Galápagos Barn Owl T.
punctatissima. Scops owls Otus
have also been reviewed, with ten
new species described recently, and
the American screech owls have
been split from Otus and placed in
a separate genus, Megascops.

The introductory chapter cov-
ering subjects such as morphology,
food, hunting, behaviour, breeding
and vocalisations is largely
unchanged from the first edition
and provides a good overview. The
species accounts comprise the bulk
of the book and cover topics such
as identification, vocalisations, dis-
tribution, movements, habitat, geo-
graphical variation, food, breeding,
status and conservation, and an
updated reference list.

If you’re interested in owl
taxonomy, then it would be worth
buying this second edition, since
there have been considerable
changes over the last ten years. If
you didn’t buy the first edition,
then you will find this an excellent
reference book, the most compre-
hensive on owls available.

Dawn Balmer

This attractive book illustrates
some of the extremes that exist in
the bird world. If there were such
an event as the Bird Olympics,
many of the contestants would be
featured here. Obvious examples
such as the largest, smallest,
heaviest and lightest compete for
space with the fastest and slowest,
and so on. It would have been easy
to stop with physical attributes but
this book explores different cases of
extreme behaviour such as longest
copulation (Aquatic Warbler
Acrocephalus paludicola – at up to
30 minutes), while the bird
awarded the distinction of
‘sneakiest bigamist’ is the Pied
Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca.
Clearly the author has used his own
judgement in many cases, and the
result is a good mixture of stunning
photography, interesting facts and a
certain amount of humour. If it
were possible to reappear as a bird,
then I have decided to return as a
Lake Duck Oxyura vittata. I cannot
explain why in a journal of this
stature, so if you want to find out
why you’ll have to buy the book!

Keith Betton

First published in 1999, Owls: a
guide to the owls of the world received
mixed reviews: it was praised for
bringing together detailed
information on all the world’s 212
species of owl and for the well-
written account on owl taxonomy,
but criticised for the disappointing
illustrations and the incomplete
reference list. In this new edition, all
the plates have been revised, with
some illustrations completely
redrawn and eight new plates added.
The slightly washed-out appearance
of the plates in the first edition 
has been addressed and the
reproduction seems much better.
The illustrations may not be to
everyone’s liking, but they are metic-
ulously drawn and serve the purpose
of an aid to identification well. The
addition of colour distribution
maps next to the plates is good.

The taxonomy of owls has been
reviewed during the last ten years
and now 250 species are recognised.
The chapter on molecular
evolution and systematics of owls
by Michael Wink and colleagues
has been updated and provides a
well-written account of the current
thinking on owl taxonomy. The
species accounts have been
completely updated to reflect these
changes and all 250 species are
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That the London Natural History
Society (LNHS) can trace its
origins back 150 years must make it
unusual, perhaps unique, among
such organisations. To mark its
150th anniversary, in 2008, the
Society published this special
volume containing a selection of
papers published originally in its
journals (The London Naturalist
and London Bird Report),
commencing with a presidential
address delivered in 1916. The

papers are reproduced in facsimile
and each is preceded by a modern
commentary on the topic in
question. A photograph of the
schoolboys who formed one of the
Society’s predecessor clubs, on a
field excursion in 1888, belies the
current perception that, at that
time, natural history was the
preserve of clerics, diplomats and
the military.

The diversity of subjects
covered is remarkable, ranging
from archaeology and ‘herbs
needed for drug making’ to the
more expected topics of botany,
butterflies and bugs of diverse sorts,
taking in fishes, mammals, spiders
and others on the way. There are
three papers on birds: on Common
Starling roosts in the London area,
by Richard Fitter (published in
1943); on observations of a bird
population in an oakwood (at
Bookham Common, Surrey), by
Geoffrey Beven (1956); and on the
influence of cleaner air on the
breeding birds of Inner London, by

Stanley Cramp (1973). The
eminence of all three authors says a
lot about the standing of the LNHS;
while the names of Fitter and
Cramp will be well known to
readers of BB, that of Beven may be
less so (unless you were reading BB
in the 1960s and 70s), but his
studies at Bookham Common were
a major influence on the methods
adopted by the BTO in developing
its Common Birds Census. When
reading the papers, it is fascinating
to be reminded how the once-
spectacular roosting flocks of
Common Starlings Sturnus vulgaris
have now disappeared from Inner
London and to ponder on the
prescience of both Geoffrey Beven
and Stanley Cramp in the way they
dealt with their subjects. The
volume throws an interesting light
on the development of an active
local natural history society and is
testament to the vitality of the
LNHS over 150 years.

Peter Oliver
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taxonomic nature, highlighting the
problems of nomenclature when
the different authorities hold
different opinions. The book ends
with a couple of pages of references.

While the book does what it
says in providing French, German
and Dutch equivalents, it is not
much use in doing the reverse,
which was the author’s original
problem, i.e. going from
continental vernacular to English.
The book stresses how much of
Europe it covers, and Francophone
North Africa, but does nothing for
Spain, Italy, Greece, Scandinavia or
the former ‘Iron Curtain’ countries.

Readers may draw their own
conclusions from the absence of
any hint of using the Linnaean
system for international communi-
cation. From this reviewer’s
experience of multilingual birding,
the pictures in a field guide provide
the best means of communication.

F. M. Gauntlett

than ten European countries.’
A brief introduction tells us that

the author’s problems arose when
he moved to Switzerland and
needed to understand French and
German vernacular names posted
on sightings boards and websites.
There are figures of bird
topography with multilingual
annotation. The main body of the
book is a systematic list, in a
traditional sequence, giving the
English name (that used by the
BOU, not the IOC-recommended
English name; see Brit. Birds 101:
264–265) in bold type, the
Linnaean name, and then the
French, German and Dutch names.
Some 50+ vagrants follow in a
separate list. Splits announced since
1999, when the Collins Bird Guide
(Svensson et al.) was published, are
enclosed in boxes. Some well-
recognised forms such as Red
Grouse Lagopus l. scoticus are
included in square brackets, but
unlikely to be encountered in
continental Europe. There are five
pages of notes, mostly of a

When I was invited to review this
small book I was curious about the
author’s motives. The concept of
providing multilingual alternatives
to English bird names is not new: it
was used in the original ‘Peterson’
guide half a century ago (A Field
Guide to the Birds of Britain and
Europe, Collins, 1954). The current
book’s purpose is best summed up
by the publisher’s comments on the
back cover: ‘A fully up-to-date
translation guide to the birds of
Europe from English to French,
German and Dutch. Designed to
complement one of the most
popular European bird guides, this
book enables the reader to
understand the bird names in more


