
Review 
The Shell Bird Book. By James Fisher. Ebury Press and Michael 
Joseph, London, 1966. 344 pages; 20 colour plates and 150 black-
and-white illustrations. 25 s. 
The title of this book gives little help to the intending purchaser. With
out knowing the author, he might well envisage another routine survey, 
competent but dull, the equivalent of the Shell monolith outstaring the 
Thames rather than this rich, rambling baroque mansion of many 
attractive rooms. James Fisher, ornithologist, bird-watcher and much 
more besides, an enthusiast for everything connected, however, re
motely, with birds, gives us some of his studies into a medley of topics, 
reflecting his enthusiasms new and old. He writes with verve and 
originality, punning outrageously from the very first page; listing, 
assessing, revealing; always readable and exciting, casting a light on odd 
corners of ornithology still little explored by amateurs or professionals. 

He begins with a full survey of the fossil record of British birds, 
describing in detail all the authenticated records, their sites and history. 
An aspect which has been neglected in this country for many years, he 
is right to stress its importance (and the difficulties involved) and to 
press for more research to be done. Then he moves to the written re
cord, tracing the first mention of each species in our literature, with 
fascinating sidelights on the early chroniclers and poets and later the 
more specialist writers. This is followed by two chapters on the birds of 
Britain, the first dealing with the geographical origins of our breeding 
birds (with a list of the 39 subspecies restricted to these islands) and the 
second covering briefly migrants and migration studies. Bird protection 
is his next subject, mainly the early history of the Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds and its pioneer workers; it is a pity that he did not 
devote more space to its recent history (in which he has played a 
distinguished part) and current conservation problems. This leads on to 
an account of the growing habit, here and elsewhere, of providing food 
and nest-boxes for birds, with a list of the species which have learned to 
take advantage of man's (or more often woman's) new solicitude. After 
a too short note on bird song, he turns again to birds in our literature, 
this time from an aesthetic rather than an historical angle, and adds 
something on birds featured in music and on the great bird artists. 
Then a stark list of bird-watchers from the 6th to the 20th centuries, 
followed by a discussion of our ornithologists proper from William 
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YarrelltoA.W.Boyd. 
The largest section in the book lists all the vice-counties of the 

British Isles, with a guide to their reserves, wildfowl refuges, observa
tories, museums, literature and societies. He ends with his own anno
tated list of British and Irish birds, with notes on status, date of earliest 
known record and, for the rarer species, the number of occurrences up 
to 1964, whilst including, for the first time, the fossil records, both of 
modern species and of the 20 paleospecies known only from fossils. 

The book is profusely illustrated, with twenty colour plates and 
many black-and-white portraits of personalities and birds, maps and 
diagrams. The large colour plates finely evoke twelve of our major 
bird reserves, but the team of well-known artists resoonsible for these 
have been better served than Eric Ennion whose lively portraits of 64 
individual species lose much by being crushed eight to a page. Still, all 
in all, a rich and varied feast, and excellent value for the money. 

STANLEY CRAMP 
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