
REVIEW 
T H E B I R D S O F T H E LONDON AREA SINCE 1900. By a 

Committee of the London Natural History Society (Chairman: 
R. C. Homes). (Collins, London, 1957). 305 pages, 40 
photographs, 5 maps. 30s. 
O F THE MANY and varied ways in which man has stamped his 
history and methods of life upon the surface of the world the 
production of the great urban area of London is unique. Not only 
has this built-up area had perhaps many more bird-watchers than 
any other part of Britain, but there has been created for birds a 
wide ränge and variety of habitats that are reflected in the richness 
of the city's avifauna. For many years the London Natural 
History Society has kept watch over the area which lies within a 
radius of 20 miles from St. Paul 's Cathedral and which reaches 
to W a r e in the north, Redhill in the south, Slough in the west 
and Tilbury in the east. Each year an annual report has been 
produced by the Society and, as the material accumulated and 
changes became apparent, it was decided to plan a book based 
on this wealth of information. 

This book is the happy result of the researches and deliberations" 
of a committee of the London Natural History Society under the 
chairmanship of Mr. Richard Homes. The period from 1900 was 
chosen because the Society's own records g o back to about that 
time, there were county avifaunas for Kent and Surrey published 
in the first decade of the Century and summaries on birds were 
issued about the same time in Victoria County Histories. This 
remarkable book is a great Step forward in the treatment and 
presentation of the birds of a region. No longer are the birds 
unimaginatively listed with just the bare facts of their distribution 
and history. Though much of the book is devoted to a systematic 
list, eompiled with an exactitude and completeness of the highest 
order that will keep it for many years as a source-book for students, 
it is, however, the section devoted to an examination of the chief 
habitats, of migration and of roosts and fly-lines which places the 
work in a special category. This section is made up of 12 chapters 
written by a number of contributors; this could easily have 
produced both an uncertainty and raggedness of method, but it is 
clear that the many inevitable meetings and discussions of the 
committee have resulted in co-ordinated and fluent expositions of 
a variety of topics. This co-operative effort by a number of first
rate amateurs shows clearly the vital part played today by the 
amateur in working at matters of solid investigation and in 
bringing the results clearly before the general reader. 

The subjects covered in the first section of the book include the 
physical background to the London area and the examination of 
certain habitats within the boundaries of the Society's area. I t 
is gratifying to read in the chapter on the reservoirs that "w e can 
still regard without misgivings the position of the aquatic species 
occurring around London". The story of the gains and losses 
and reports of no change in the Status of birds makes most 
interesting reading. On the profit side the reader will find, 
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as in the case of the reservoirs, that the bird-life of London " h a s 
been greatly enriched" by the existence of gravel-pits and waste 
land. The chief losses have taken place among the Thames 
marshes and on the commons, downs and parkland; the importance 
of the Green Belt is stressed for the birds of the latter group. 
Among the various woodlands that Surround the Metropolis the 
changes since 1900 " d o not seem to have been as great as might 
have been expected", and the bird-life öf the arable land does not 
appear to differ materially from that of other arable districts. I t 
is remarkable to note in passing that f- of the belt of land lying 
between 15 and 20 miles from St. Paul 's is given over to 
agriculture. 

There are many examples of the research upon which the 
Society has been engaged: the mapping from the air and the 
ground of all open gravel-pits after the breeding in 1944 of a pair 
of Little Ringed Plovers (Charadrius dubius) at a pit in south-west 
Middlesex; the detailed surveys of Beddington Sewage Farm and 
Bookham Common; the censuses carried out on agricultural land 
and the co-ordinated watches for broad-front visible migration 
over the built-up areas. The study of roosts and fly-lines, 
particularly in relation to the Starling (Sturnus vulgaris), resulted 
in 1949 in the Ornithological Section beginning a 3-year census 
and involved " the ringing of over 5,000 starlings in Trafalgar 
Square at night and in suburban gardens by day" : it soon became 
clear that there was no foundation for the old belief that the 
Central London roosts reached their maximum numbers in 
October. Further, the great majority of Starlings roosting in 
London are British residents, for of the 297 recoveries of the 3,275 
birds ringed in Trafalgar Square only 14 came from outside the 
London area—11 from elsewhere in B ritain and only 3 from the 
Continent. 

In each discussion there is an analysis of the changes that can be 
traced in the last half-century and here there is both a skilful 
presentation of the facts and of the reasoned conclusions that may 
be drawn from them. The section on Inner London is particularly 
rieh in detail for there can be but few ornithological habitats which 
have been so closely watched and for which so complete a history 
exists. The same cannot, however, be said for the chapter on 
"The Suburbs" , for it is obvious that there is little information for 
many parts of suburban London, especially for those which were 
built around 1930 and differ in many ways from other coneeptions 
of suburbs. Much of Outer London is made up of housing estates 
with semi-detached or terraced houses where blocks of gardens of 
small or medium size are frequently separated by streets lined with 
municipally mangled trees, by small recreation grounds, by factory 
areas and by occasional allotments. Here the Song Thrush (Turdus 
philomelos) is barely holding its own whereas the Blackbird (T. 
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merula) has increased enormously, adding to the number and 
variety of its nesting-sites each year ; in a Square mile of such an 
area of suburbia where some 190 pairs of Blackbirds nest annually 
the Song Thrush has been reduced to 6 pairs and the Mistle Thrush 
(T. viscivorus) to one. In the winter months the Common Gull 
(Larus canus) in North-West London has in the last five years 
ousted the Black-headed (L. ridibundus) as the chief scavenger. The 
reviewer's experience of the bird-life of some of these suburban 
districts is in many ways different from that revealed in fhis book. 
It would be of great value, despite the comparative difficulty of 
surveying an area of so many small private plots, if a study of this 
typical part of suburbia could be undertaken, since, after all, a 
high proportion of Londoners also live in this particular habitat. 

The systematic list is both succinct and readable. In relation 
to such interesting London species as the Great Crested Grebe 
(Podiceps cristatus), the Heron (Ardea cinerea), the Little Ringed 
Plover and the Black Redstart (Phoenicurus ochruros) very detailed 
accounts of their histories are given: 245 füll species are included 
in the list, of which 110 are known to have bred during this 
Century and about 100 probably still do so. Of the 40 
excellent and well-chosen photographs more than half are of 
typical habitats, and it is a welcome change to find so high a 
proportion devoted to environments without which any discussion 
of the Status of the birds of an area would be pointless. There are 
also an appendix for introduced and escaped birds, a working 
bibliography and an index. The whole book is attractively 
produced and' represents an achievement of which the London 
Natural History Society may justifiably be proud. E.S. 
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