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A companion to Sigrist’s own Birds
of Eastern Brazil field guide (see
Brit. Birds 102: 40), this book
illustrates the 1,000+ species in
Brazilian Amazonia. Its geographi-
cal ambit is the states of Amapá,
Amazonas, Maranhão, Mato
Grosso, Rondônia, Roraima, and
Tocantins, many of which have not
been common ‘stomping grounds’
for visiting birders, apart from tiny
parts of Mato Grosso (e.g. Alta
Floresta) and Amazonas (e.g.
Manaus). As the layout, and many
of the positives and negatives, of
this guide mirror the eastern Brazil
book, readers are referred to my
earlier review for a general résumé.

Compared to the Birds of
Eastern Brazil, wherein 21 plates
were by Eduardo Brettas, whose
depictions I much commended,

attempted only patchily (and the
same was, to a lesser extent, true of
the earlier guide). This is
particularly obvious for Kaempfer’s
Woodpecker Celeus obrieni and
Manu Antbird Cercomacra manu
(neither mapped for Tocantins),
Purple-breasted Cotinga Cotinga
cotinga (not mapped for southwest
Amazonia) and Buff-cheeked Tody-
Flycatcher Poecilotriccus senex
(records from Rondônia missed),
while quite a number of species
known from the Serra dos Carajás,
Pará, are not shown as occurring
there, among them Black-and-
white Tody-Tyrant P. capitalis. And
this point cannot extend to the
many data not yet published, which
will substantially advance our
knowledge of avian distributions in
Amazonia. In sum, the maps can
only be seen as a ‘guide’.

Criticisms aside, Sigrist’s book
is still the best devoted to
Amazonian Brazil, although those
birding the region’s margins may
prefer one of the superb guides
covering some of Brazil’s neigh-
bours. An in-depth and well-
illustrated guide to the land of
football, samba and ‘dental floss’
bikinis is still a dream.

Guy M. Kirwan

here 32 are entirely by him, with
another eight partially his work.
Especially pleasing are his raptors,
nightbirds, jacamars (Galbulidae),
puffbirds (Bucconidae) and
woodpeckers (Picidae). Sadly,
Sigrist’s own plates (the great
majority of the overall total) remain
underwhelming. Those fortunate to
penetrate far-western Amazonian
Brazil will probably prefer to carry
the Birds of Peru (Schulenberg et al.
2007, Princeton/A&C Black) over
the present work. Lack of vocali-
sation data remains another
significant negative (especially given
the vocal complexity within many
species, whose songs vary across
major, and even some minor, rivers).

Maps are important in guides
such as this and yet, while the
cartography of those in this book is
praiseworthy, their accuracy is
compromised. Given that, even
now, very few comprehensive
avifaunal inventories have been
attempted in Brazilian Amazonia,
with huge areas effectively
unsampled, authors of guidebooks
will obviously rely on a broad-
brush approach to mapping ranges.
But, where published data exist, one
expects them to be utilised. Sadly,
there are sufficient examples to
suggest that this has been
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This is the second part of a two-
volume treatment of all the birds of
the Palearctic region. The first
volume, dealing with the passer-
ines, was published in 2007 (see
Brit. Birds 101: 43).

This second volume follows an
identical format to the first,
comprising a short introduction

and very brief sections (a page 
or less) on the area covered,
nomenclature, identification and
bird topography. The meat of the
book consists of 80 colour plates
containing illustrations in a
standard field-guide style, all the
birds facing right to left. Opposite
each plate is a text page, again in a
traditional format. Each text
section comprises four segments:
‘Field Notes’, ‘Song/Call’, ‘Habitat’
and (for some species) ‘Races’. The
book’s final section comprises
maps, showing summer, winter 
and resident distributions. The
definition of the Palearctic is that
given by Beaman (1994, Palearctic
Birds, Harrier Publications), and
vagrants to the region are included,
even Eskimo Curlew Numenius

borealis. The species order is
‘traditional’, starting with Ostrich,
divers and grebes.

One’s first impression of the
text is that, with around 10, and
sometimes as many as 14, species
per page, the space per species is
tiny. Within each ‘Field Notes’
section there is room for little more
than one or two short sentences.
For species whose identification is
in any way difficult, this book
therefore offers little help. For
example, the entire identification
text for Yellow-legged Gull Larus
michahellis reads ‘Actions, habits
and upperwing pattern very similar
to Herring Gull.’ To make matters
worse, only adult breeding and
non-breeding plumages are
described, juvenile and first-winter
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plumages being only rarely
mentioned. For many species,
therefore, the very plumage most
likely to be encountered is not
described at all. The text is also
plagued by simple errors. For
example, we are told that Canary
Islands Oystercatcher Haematopus
meadewoldoi is ‘Probably extinct’,
despite it having been officially
declared so 15 years ago.
Conversely, Crested Ibis Nipponia
nippon is described as ‘Endangered
(Extinct?)’ whereas it is well known
to be very much alive in China’s
Shaanxi Province. In both text and
map, Dalmation [sic] Pelican
Pelecanus crispus is incorrectly
spelt.

Despite the book’s commend-
able attempt to cover the major
races, its choice is somewhat
arbitrary. While the three forms of
Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa
are noted, those of other polytypic
waders such as Lesser Sand Plover
Charadrius mongolus are not. Even
some extremely well-defined forms
are not mentioned, most notably
‘Pale-bellied’ Brent Goose Branta
bernicla hrota. Within the large-
gulls complex, there is no mention
at all of Steppe Gull L. barabensis or
Mongolian Gull L. mongolicus. For
Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus, the
Nearctic vagrant form hudsonicus is
listed but there is no mention of the
Palearctic forms alboaxillaris and
variegatus. There is no mention of

other Nearctic vagrant taxa such as
Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata.
The book’s taxonomy is also
somewhat conservative, for
example Caspian Gull L. cachinnans
is mentioned briefly within Yellow-
legged Gull.

The maps are bright and clear
but, unfortunately, it is easy to find
errors. The mapped winter ranges
of Hooded Crane Grus monacha
and White-naped Crane G. vipio do
not include Japan, even though the
majority of the world population of
both species winters on Kyushu.
The map for Marbled Murrelet
Brachyramphus marmoratus
actually illustrates that of Long-
billed Murrelet B. perdix. The map
of Fea’s Petrel Pterodroma feae
omits its breeding colonies on the
Cape Verdes. Conversely, the map
for Zino’s Petrel P. madeira shows
(incorrectly) a breeding presence
on the Cape Verdes and an absence
from its actual breeding site on
Madeira. The map for Yellow-
legged Gull shows the breeding
range of Caspian Gull but not that
of Yellow-legged Gull; it also shows
a separate breeding distribution
corresponding to the range of
Mongolian Gull, a form which is
completely unmentioned. These are
far from being the only errors.

As with all field guides, the
plates are perhaps the most
important part. Despite being a
little cluttered, these are on the

whole very pleasing, as one would
expect from this artist. However,
only adult breeding and non-
breeding plumages are depicted.
For groups such as waders, gulls
(Laridae) and skuas (Stercor-
ariidae) this is a serious problem.
For Long-tailed Skua Stercorarius
longicaudus, the plate therefore
shows a dark-morph adult, whose
existence remains unproven, but no
juvenile! There is no illustration of
Caspian Gull, yet room is found for
a dark-morph Rough-legged
Buzzard Buteo lagopus, a form
found only in the (unmentioned)
Nearctic vagrant form sancti-
johannis.

On a positive note, this book
does provide illustrations of a large
number of species in a very small
space and is the only field guide to
encompass the whole of the
Palearctic. This is in itself a
significant achievement. However,
there is simply too little space to do
justice to the subject matter.
Ultimately, it is hard to imagine
who would use a field guide to the
whole of the Palearctic when so
many much better national and
regional guides exist. Combine
these basic problems with an
arbitrary and dated taxonomy and
numerous errors, and most readers
will conclude that their money
would be better spent elsewhere.

Andy Stoddart
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