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O N E OF THE SYMPTOMS of the modern "orn i thomania" to which 
Mr. Mountfort refers in his preface has been the tendency of 
British bird-watchers to pursue birds abroad. Overcrowded in our 
own island, we are not far from being overcrowded at home as 
ornithologists. Consequently, the British list is being interpreted 
more and more as European, which in fact it is. Thus, foreign 
fields are more and more visited as readily as our own bird resorts. 

Wi th this development it is remarkable how little, comparatively, 
anyone has visited the bird-paradise of Andalusia, despite the fact 
that with it are associated such famous old names as Lord Lilford, 
Howard Saunders, Irby, Jourdain and Witherby. It is the more 
remarkable because of all Europe no region has had for so long 
such exciting, early accounts of the wealth of its wild life. Abel 
Chapman's Wild Spain and Verner 's My Life among the Wild 
Birds in Spain ought long ago to have inspired a close study of 
so rich an area. Perhaps today, when all the emphasis is on 
detailed study in the back garden, such books for the young are 
put under an interdict. It is true that they are the works of a 
hunter and of an egg-collector respectively, but with modern 
enlightenment they are not difficult to interpret in their correct 
historical and ethical perspective. Autres temps, autres moeurs. 

Those who have been privileged to visit the Coto Dofiana, and 
those who never had Abel Chapman served up to them in youth, 
will be alike delighted to read Mr. Mountfort 's book, especially as 
the recent papers in British Birds will have prepared them for 
what to expect. If there was any spot in Europe which obviously 
would repay close study, it was this corner of Spain. How well 
rewarded Mr. Mountfort has been, even the most cursory look 
through these pages will immediately reveal. First glances could 
well leave the reader to think that he was reading the Field Guide 
in narrative form! In these days, when the rarity is rather under 
a cloud and its pursuit frowned upon by the high table of 
ornithology, it is good to find one who so unashamedly as the 
author sets forth with joy in pursuit. How good, too, to see that 
half of the distinguished editorial board of this journal find them
selves caught in Mr. Mountfort 's attractive snare! 

The wealth of the Coto, described and illustrated in this book, 
is too great for a brief review to do more than indicate. The 
author gives a short historical background, ornithological and 
social; in three chapters outlines the journeys and personnel of his 
three expeditions ; and then proceeds to deal with the abundant wild 
life, not forgetting the mammals, insects and flowers, by habitats 
or groups of species. There are chapters devoted more specifically 
to such star performers as the Imperial Eagle and the kites. 
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In the midst of this almost embarrassing wealth of material the 
sheer beauty and peace of the Coto are not forgotten, and the 
chapter entitled " A Day at Mart inazo" will bring both joy and 
nostalgia to all who have known such wildernesses. Finally, 
Mr. E. M. Nicholson contributes an excellent chapter on the 
ecology of the Coto. 

With so many great names in ornithology present on the 
expeditions, factual errors are not to be expected. However, the 
oft-cited mistake of quoting Abel Chapman as the original describer 
of the incubating posture of the Flamingo is here again repeated. 
(It was, in fact, Sir Harry Johnston—on the Lake of Tunis.) And 
if Mr. Mountfort is correct in claiming it to be unique in Europe to 
see four species of eagle in one day in the Coto, then his own 
Field Guide would appear to need revision, for it should be possible 
to see at least five in Roumania—always supposing one could get 
there! 

Wi th so much ground to cover it is inevitable that there should' 
be some omissions. Despite all the scientific purpose of his 
expeditions, the author decided in his planning that the glories of 
the Coto could best be brought home to the British ornithologist 
not merely by esoteric papers in learned journals but also with the 
aid of photography. In view of the big part this aspect plays in 
his book he could well have improved the historical perspective in 
his introduction (or in his bibliography) by the mention of the 
Coto's pioneer photographers—of the work of W . Farren, published 
in the long-defunct Wild Life, of Bentley Beetham's Amongst 
Our Banished Birds, and' of R. B. Lodge's Bird Hunting through 
Wild Europe. Mr. Mountfort also seems very preoccupied with 
"f irs ts" , i.e. the first time a species has been photographed. Quite 
apart from the fact that such a point is of small consequence (for 
what really matters is the technical excellence and interest of a 
series), the claims in some cases are hasty or at least require 
qualification. He implies (p. 132) that the expedition's photographs 
of the Short-toed Eagle were the first. This entirely overlooks 
the work (still and film) done in the Cevennes on this species by 
Y. Boudoint. He is so keen on these " f i r s t s" that he is prepared 
to claim them just for colour work alone. If his expedition was 
the first to photograph Squacco Heron in colour {p. 100), it could 
only have been by hours or days before Helmut Drechsler in the 
Camargue in 1956. Even in the case of the Imperial Eagle, the 
qualification that a photograph, however poor by modern 
standards, had been taken by R. B. Lodge as long ago as 1907, 
albeit of the Roumanian race, would have been a courteous gesture 
to an enterprising pioneer of bird photography, working under 
very difficult conditions of equipment. 

The illustrations are superb. It is only necessary to say that 
even Mr. Eric Hosking has never exceeded' this standard. It is 
true that the constant light of the Coto helps colour photography, 
but all who have used a camera in the south know how devastat-



202 B R I T I S H BIRDS [VOL. LI 

ing the effect of blazing sun can be on monochrome. Mr. Hosking 
has handled this technical problem with grea t skill. To select 
any out of such a galaxy for special merit would be invidious, but 
particular mention must be made of those of the Short-toed Eagle. 
This, however, is merely a personal choice, for from the humble 
Savi 's Warbler to the great Imperial Eagle all are in that class 
of perfection in which British bird' photographers lead the world. 

The final picture which emerges from this book is that here in 
the Coto Doflana is a bird paradise, an unspoilt sanctuary which 
has so far miraculously escaped man 's all-devouring advance into 
the wilderness, partly because of the physical problems it sets, but 
largely thanks to the enlightened family who administer it. At 
all costs it must be preserved. This review, therefore, like the 
book, must end on a note of warning. Because today so many 
want to see birds, strict control of precious sanctuaries is essential. 
I t is all too easy for an author, with such a subject to describe, to 
play the Pied Piper. The Coto is one such place, and' Mr. Mountfort 
rightly emphasises that it is private property, and points out that 
most of its birds, if not so concentrated, can be seen in other parts 
of Andalusia (some actual localities were given in British Birds for 
December 1957, antea, vol. L, pp. 502-504). It is to be hoped that 
his wishes and the privacy of the Gonzalez family will be respected. 
It would be small reward to Mr. Mountfort for giving us this 
absorbing book if it proved otherwise. G.K.Y. 
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