
Review 
Bir ds of Prey of the World. By Mary Louise Grossman and John 
Hamlet. Photographs by Shelly Grossman. Cassell, London, 
1965. 496 pages; 70 colour and 283 monochrome photographs; 
numerous line drawings including 644 flight silhouettes and 422 
range maps; colour chart showing 82 shades of colour mentioned. 
£6 6s. 
Nearly 38 years ago, in a critical notice of the present reviewer's How 
Birds Live {Brit. Birds, 21: 71-72), the formidable F. C. R. Jourdain 
•deployed his immense personal knowledge to reassess in the light of 
their worldwide behaviour and status some generalisations about birds 
of prey derived from work in Britain and north-west Europe. The 
resulting controversy in British Birds (21: 100-103, 130-132) was fruitful 
in demonstrating the need for a thorough and comprehensive survey 
of the world's birds of prey, including their ecology, populations, 
food habits and territorial arrangements, and here, after nearly forty 
years, it is. No one who knew Jourdain could have any illusions as to 
the sharply critical attitude with which he would tackle the task of 
reviewing this work in turn if he were here to do it, but it would be 
churlish for his sparring partner in that exhilarating round not to begin 
by warmly thanking the authors of this magnificent book for having 
had the boldness and imagination to undertake it, the industry and skill 
to complete it, and the breadth of understanding and sympathy to do 
so much justice both to the birds of prey themselves and to those men 
who through the ages from the earliest cultures and civilisations to 
modern biological research have felt their fascination and have worked 
to improve human understanding of them. 

The book consists of two parts. Part I, occupying the first third, 
is made up of general chapters on 'Prehistory', 'Birds of Prey and Men', 
'Ecology and Habits', 'Designs for Survival' and 'Conservation'. 
Part II describes and illustrates the world's 289 species of 'hawklike 
birds' and 133 species of owls, with miniature sketch-maps of their 
distribution. In judging the text it is important to bear in mind the 
authors' comment that the book 'was essentially visual in concept'. 
As such it ranks among the several outstanding recent works on the 
world's birds which have broken right away from the still widely 
prevalent Victorian concepts and techniques of illustrated book produc
tion, and have drawn fully on the riches of modern pictorial resources 
in colour and black-and-white photography, as well as in drawings and 
diagrams. Aided by first-class colour printing in West Germany, and 
by a wonderful selection of colour pictures often illustrating an entire 
series of actions in the course of catching prey, the authors have attained 
visually to the highest standards. 
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It can hardly be said that the text reaches the same level, although its 
merits are not inconsiderable. It represents a vast and apparently 
reasonably thorough search and digestion of the literature and, although 
one notices inaccuracies here and there, these are infrequent and not 
serious, so far as the present reviewer has been able to detect them. 
The writing is readable and, if some readers may wince at calling the 
Peregrine 'this streamlined prototype of the jet', the concessions to 
popularisation do not on the whole go beyond what is reasonable in a 
book which clearly cannot cover its costs out of sales to specialists in 
birds of prey. 

For the same reason, and on account of the limitations of the authors' 
first-hand experience, it would be wrong to complain that so many of 
the observations described relate to North America, but, while appre
ciating how much it has been possible to achieve on that basis, one 
cannot help feeling that the inclusion in the team of at least one 
ornithologist with primarily African, Australasian or European 
experience would have markedly improved the balance and streng
thened the authority of the work. 

Another weakness is in the treatment of the ecological role of 
predators, an exceedingly difficult subject which could have been 
treated with more sophistication and grasp if as much trouble had 
been taken to secure specialist guidance as on the taxonomic, avicultural 
and cultural aspects. Despite valiant and sincere efforts this section 
sometimes falls into the very traps which it generally condemns, as 
when the authors on page 186 uncritically accept that, following 
myxomatosis in Britain 'Buzzards were forced to feed more heavily on 
game birds and domestic poultry'. The criticism of Francois Bourliere 
(not Bourliese as printed) for his scepticism whether predators often 
control the numbers of their prey (page 118) is another instance of 
Weakness on this aspect. 

In Part II again many gaps and imperfections could be noted, but 
the reviewer's impression is that the great majority of these simply 
reflect the inadequacy of our current knowledge, which such a work 
naturally underlines. Checking through a number of large raptors 
which I have encountered, often only briefly, in one or other of six 
continents, I am impressed with the usefulness this work would have 
had for me if it had been available. In the case of the Solitary Eagle 
Harpyhaliaetus solitarius of Central and South America, which is justly 
noted as 'apparently rare or difficult to find', snakes can be added to the 
food: in February 1964 F. C. Lehmann and I watched one of these grand 
eagles eating one on the wing in Colombia. 

The inclusion of a colour key or chart illustrating 82 different shades 
of colour cited in the descriptions is a valuable tool within its obvious 
limits. 

194 



REVIEW 

In view of its size and standard, and its dual value as a delightful 
illustrated work for bird-lovers and a reference book of lasting useful
ness, Birds of Prey of the World is a very worthwhile purchase at its price, 
and a production in which its authors, illustrators, printers, binders and 
publishers are all entitled to take pride. E. M. N I C H O L S O N 
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