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REVIEWS. 

[The Editor regrets that owing to an unfortunate period of ill-health a 
number of reviews and notices of local reports have been considerably delayed. 
It is hoped to get up to date with these in the numbers immediately following]. 

Bird Recognition. Vol. I. Sea-birds and Waders. By James Fisher (Pelican 
Books, 1947). 2s. 6d. 

In spite of the existence of various more or less inexpensive field identi
fication books there was still room for a good cheap and comprehensive pocket-
book devoted to this subject. Mr. Fisher would not we think, claim to be an 
authority on the finer niceties of field identification, but his flair for clever 
compilation has resulted in the production of a book which represents a big 
advance on any other of its type and compresses into a comparatively small 
compass a really remarkable amount of information. I t is in fact good enough 
to merit a critical and fairly full appraisal of its contents. 

The present volume, which is to be followed by two others, covers all the 
sea-birds and waders except for about fifty very rare species, which are listed 
a t the end. Under each species there are paragraphs on recognition, breeding, 
distribution and movements, all based mainly on The Handbook, the writer's 
debt to which is freely acknowledged (and without which it must be admitted 
such a book could not have been produced), and a useful feature is a paragraph 
indicating some of the more important papers or other publications on each 
species. The recognition paragraphs include a brief indication of the habits 
and behaviour of the birds, as well as identification data in the narrower sense. 
They are carefully done and we have found no actual errors, though in the 
case of a good many of the less common species the writer's lack of personal 
experience is revealed in a failure to differentiate between the essential field 
characters and those which are subsidiary or even comparatively unimportant 
—in other words in an insufficiently selective use of the more detailed field 
data in The Handbook. Indeed a similar weakness may be noticed in the 
treatment of some of the commoner species as well. For example in the case 
of the Green Sandpiper—to take one almost a t random—the inexperienced 
observer would probably not realize that the only thing that really matters to 
him for identification purposes is that it is a bird much like a Common Sand
piper which looks black with a white rump and tail when it flies. [It may be 
observed that this criticism applies with even more force to the treatment of 
this particular species in the Key (see below), in which, even more than in the 
systematic section, the really diagnostic characters should surely be brought 
out.] 

The systematic section is preceded by identification keys, to the devising of 
which considerable trouble and thought have evidently been given, though the 
inevitable limitations of any key are rightly stressed. Within these limitations 
and subject to the criticism made above of the treatment of a few individual 
species, these keys have the merit of actually working quite well so far as we 
have tested them. 

The sections on breeding (of those species which nest or have nested recently 
in the British Isles), distribution and movements summarize briefly a much 
larger amount of information than is available in any other comparable book. 
In the first of these a courageous at tempt has even been made to summarize in 
two or three lines the main characters of the display, though it must be admitted 
that so brief a treatment of such complex activities can have little practical 
value, especially as most of the behaviour referred to is rarely seen even by 
experts. 

A novel and ingenious device is that of the seasonal charts by means of which 
it has been possible to convey a large amount of data on such matters as 
breeding and migration dates in a small space. The objection to this kind of 
graphic treatment is that it suggests in a good many cases a greater precision 
of knowledge than in fact exists, but provided this limitation is recognized the 
method no doubt justifies itself in a popular book as a quick and reasonably 
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accurate guide to a good deal of information which could hardly have been 
otherwise included. 

Mr. W. B. Alexander has generously permitted the use of his valuable dis
tributional maps of the British Isles, in which both the breeding distribution 
and that of records outside the breeding-season are shown on a vice-county 
basis. These maps are most useful and represent a great deal of research into 
the literature. The inadequacy of published records in certain regions leads 
to some doubtless " fictitious " gaps at times, such as the curious one in East 
Anglia which recurs in so many maps, including that of even such common 
species as the Herring-Gull, but it is difficult to see how this could have been 
avoided. The only mistake we have detected is the marking of Steep Holm in 
the Bristol Channel as a breeding place of the Cormorant, the report of breeding 
in this locality a good many years ago having been shown to be erroneous. 

The book is illustrated by two sets of drawings by ' Fish-Hawk,' the main 
series showing the birds at rest and a supplementary one a t the end figuring 
the waders, terns and gulls in flight. The former, considered as a whole, are quite 
pleasing a t first sight and a number of them are in fact quite sound represen
tations of the birds, but more critical inspection reveals in too many cases 
considerable carelessness in drawing in the matter of such important details as 
the proportions of bills, legs and wings. As examples the absurdly slender bills 
of the Oyster-catcher and Woodcock, the disproportionately long and stout 
legs and too short wing of the Lesser Black-backed Gull, the too heavy bills of 
the Herring and Iceland Gulls, the grey mantle of the Common Gull shown as 
much lighter than that of the Herring Gull, and the too short legs of the Stilt 
may be mentioned, but there are many others. The flight pictures are much 
superior to anything in any other popular book and indeed are more uniformly 
satisfactory than the others, apart from one major blunder of showing the 
Spotted Redshank without a white rump. Smaller points which might never
theless be corrected with advantage in a future edition are the failure to show 
the heavier bill in the Grey Plover as compared with the Golden or the much 
paler appearance of the Roseate Tern on the wing as compared with other 
species. 

To summarize, we have here, in spite of some defects which a wider field 
experience would have eliminated, but few of which are of a major order, a 
book which with its companion volumes, when these are published, will provide 
at a cost within the reach of almost every purse a much more comprehensive 
field-book than any previously available at a comparable price, and one which 
should do much to stimulate the more accurate study of birds amongst the 
general public. 

Marsh and Shore. By Hilda M. Quick. (Jonathan Cape, 1948). Price 15s. 
This charming, unpretentious account of bird-watching on part of the 

Cornish coast contains descriptions of nearly all the common birds of marsh, 
sea and shore, with the exception of the terns, which, curiously enough, are 
not mentioned at all. In certain other respects the book falls short of being 
a comprehensive guide for the beginner ; for instance Miss Quick evidently 
does not trust her ear and consequently does not give sufficient weight to call 
notes as an aid to identification. Nevertheless the beginner will find much 
help here—not least in the author's admission that identification is often 
difficult and that a second view may turn an exciting " rarity " into something 
quite ordinary. Miss Quick obviously looks a t her birds more than once and 
does so with an artist 's eye for those peculiarities of shape, outline and stance 
which give a species its " jizz." Not only does she give useful descriptions 
of these finer points of appearance, but in very many instances she has por
trayed them very happily in her wood engravings. These illustrations are not 
all of equal merit, the waders, for instance, being much more successful than 
the ducks, and the birds standing or running being usually more effective than 
those in flight, but in general it is astonishing that so much movement and 
vitality can be expressed in so stubborn a medium. For very many readers 
these pictures will be an even greater attraction than the text. We hope to 
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see many more of them. The book does not pretend to add much to orni
thological knowledge, but the picture on p. 133 of a godwit swimming is, 
surely, a unique illustration of a habit not mentioned in The Handbook. 

J.D.W. 
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