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Birds in Britain. By Kenneth Richmond. Odhams, London, 
1962. 160 pages; 80 pages of photographs, including 8 in colour. 
30s. Special edition with two 45 r.p.m. records of forty-seven 
songs and calls recorded by John Kirby, 63s. 
This book is announced as a "practical guide to identification, be
haviour and habitats". Regarded as a popular guide for people who 
desire to have in reasonable compass an account of those of our native 
birds which they are likely to see, and some description of the kind 
of country in which they are most likely to find them, the book may 
fairly claim to fulfil its intention. It does not profess to include 
taxonomic detail, technical studies of specialised behaviour or exhaus
tive determinations of range. 

More scientifically minded ornithologists, some of whom come 
under Mr. Richmond's strictures for the arid or difficult manner in 
which they present their results, may well in their turn point to the 
colloquialisms and occasionally excessive looseness of his own writing, 
and think his style more appropriate to journalism than to science. 
But it conveys to the ordinary reader something of Mr. Richmond's 
real enthusiasm for bird life and its proper protection, and carries deft 
descriptive touches based on his own close observation. In an 
introductory chapter, Mr. Richmond briefly outlines the more obvious 
stages in the progress of bird-watching in Britain. The high standard 
of skill in identification, aided by modern binoculars, good textbooks 
and the literature of organisations like the British Trust for Orni
thology, is contrasted with the more amateur approach of the older 
field naturalists and particularly with the attitude of the countryman 
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of the past, who took so much for granted without troubling to know 
anything about the majority of the small and less easily identified birds. 
Considerations of space have no doubt compelled Mr. Richmond 
merely to mention rather than to discuss the general problems of 
biology to which the interests of ornithologists have largely turned, but 
he indicates at least their scope (as with migration) and says enough to 
remind the young observer that he has more to do and think about 
than to compile a list of birds seen. 

The rest of the book consists of compact general descriptions of the 
species normally frequenting these islands, in main groups, with notes 
on behaviour and habitats. Mr. Richmond's estimates of the status 
of some of the birds of prey could be improved by reference to this 
journal's own investigation published in 1957. It is also surely 
contrary to all recent assessments to say that the Sparrowhawk con
tinues to hold its own. On present distribution, the Midlander 
who set out "reasonably sure" of finding a pair or two of Woodlarks 
on the Clent Hills would be an optimist. On such points of detail 
(and on his perverse argument for sacrificing science to expediency 
by dealing with the Hedge Sparrow among the true sparrows) he is 
open to challenge, but young people with keenness of purpose and of 
eye, to use his own phrase, into whose hands some friend puts this 
book, should be able to make good and grateful use of it. The type 
is clear and easily read and the numerous photographs by the author 
are good; many of them, indeed, are excellent. 

With the de luxe edition (63s.) are included two records of bird 
calls and songs by John Kirby, selected from recordings used in 
B.B.C. programmes. These are first-rate, especially the calls of the 
aquatic birds, the churring of the Nightjar, and some of the warbler 
songs, for example that of the Wood Warbler. They transport the 
listener to the surroundings of the birds uttering them. H U R C O M B 

A Bird and its Bush. By Michael Lister. Phoenix House , 
London, 1962. 142 pages; 35 photographs and 16 text figures. 
16s. 
What is the extent of the Palearctic region ? How does one read a 
weather map ? What is a sere ? How many young ornithologists, just 
beginning seriously to read the scientific literature, have asked such 
questions and wondered where they could find the answers. This book 
will help them greatly. It deals with faunal regions, geology and soil, 
weather, vegetation types and similar matters. And there is a splendid 
and stimulating bibliography of 254 titles. 

The book also discusses bird ecology and methods of recording 
habitats, but this section is, I feel, less successful than the rest. This 
is partly due to the author's not being clear about the type of reader 
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he is writing for. He tries to deal with beginners and more advanced 
workers at the same time; for example, at one stage he explains that 
"it is quicker and simpler to refer to a point simply as 'A' than as 'the 
N W corner of the SW field' ", and then a couple of pages later he 
presents Emlen's formula for computing "per cent cover of tree 
or shrub strata". This part of the book is contained in some thirty 
pages, which might lead one to expect extreme compression and 
simplification. In fact, the matters dealt with receive detailed and 
often discursive treatment. A lack of balance results, and the author 
is trapped into making such statements as "the primary function of. . . 
mixed parties is a co-operative hunting drive" without leaving himself 
space to support this surprising view. 

Discussion of habitat surveys is based on W. B. Yapp's classifica
tion, originally published in 1955 in Bird Study (2: m - 1 2 1 ) and now 
given in full as an appendix to this book. This itself is so complex 
that it has as yet found little favour with field-workers, but Mr. Lister 
goes into even greater detail. Some of us might consider that, if we 
were to follow such a plan, we should be spending all our time studying 
the habitat and never see the birds. It is a pity that there is no des
cription of the classification system devised by C. S. Elton and R. S. 
Miller (/. EcoL, 42: 460-496) on a basis of structural characters and 
used by the Bureau of Animal Population at Oxford, nor of the modifi
cation of this system now in use by the Nature Conservancy for 
surveys of National Nature Reserves. These are far more practical. 
Nor is there any reference to those pioneer ecological papers on the 
birds of the Camargue and the Coto Dofiana, which were published 
in British Birds i n i 9 5 7 a n d i 9 5 8 . 

However, it is no bad thing to be made to think about our approach 
to these fundamental problems, and I commend Mr. Lister's book to 
serious field-workers. R. A . O . H I C K L I N G 

Bird Song Recording. By Frederick Purves. Focal Press, London, 
1962. 92 pages; numerous text-figures and diagrams. 7s. 6d. 
This recent addition to the series of Focal Sound Books is the first 
book to be devoted entirely to the recording of bird voice. Its 
publishers claim that it is complete in its coverage of the subject, but 
the author more modestly aims it at "the tape-recorder- enthusiast in 
search of new subjects and the bird-lover interested in this new way of 
enjoying and studying bird song". 

The eleven chapters are devoted to : birds and their songs; identifi
cation; tape-recorders, microphones and their use; recording in the 
garden and in the field; dealing with extraneous noises; presentation 
of the results; caring for garden birds; and an introduction to ring
ing. Of these, the chapter on bird recognition would have been best 

451 



BRITISH BIRDS 

omitted, reference being made to the many reliable, authoritative 
and inexpensive books already on the market. 

Many of the would-be bird-recordist's questions are answered and 
a great deal of useful information is given on the subjects of choosing 
a recorder, extension cables, matching of impedances, avoiding the 
effects of wind, and field techniques. Characteristics of the different 
types of microphone are discussed at some length and recommenda
tions are made as to their uses. Unfortunately very little is said 
concerning the parabolic reflector, which is often depicted in the 
illustrations but never described with understanding in the text. 
Thus, technically, the book stops at "box Brownie" level when it 
might have been, in the same amount of space, of great help to 
ornithologists capable of making a serious contribution to bio-
acoustics. 

Great emphasis is placed on the necessity for retaining only the best 
of one's recordings, but it would be unwise to accept too literally the 
author's oft-reiterated dictum that only the best thirty seconds of 
song from any one species should be added to the collection. This 
approach may be perfectly valid if one aims at nothing more than 
entertaining one's non-specialist friends or tempting a harassed radio 
producer, but such a rule could do immeasurable harm to the advance
ment of bird recording as an ornithological technique if it gained 
general acceptance at so early a stage. 

This little book has much to offer to the reader requiring help in the 
rudiments of bird-voice recording, but it is a pity that many of the 
points could not have been illustrated by examples taken from field 
experience. Technically, it is sound so far as it goes, but one becomes 
ornithologically uneasy when reference is made to recording the 
"meadow lark" and at least one eminent eyebrow will be raised at 
the statement that "the song of the chaffinch doesn't vary much from 
one end of the country to the other". E . D . H . J O H N S O N 
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