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Handbuch der Vogel Mitteleuropas. Vols 2 and 3. Anseriformes. 
Edited by K. M. Bauer and U. N. Glutz von Blotzheim. Akade-
mische Verlagsgesellschaft, Frankfurt am Main. Vol 2 (1968): 
535 Pages> 5 colour plates; 76 text-figures and maps. Vol 5 
(1969): 504 pages; 1 colour plate; 78 text-figures and maps. 
DM 48.50 each. 
In his review of the first volume (Brit Birds, 59: 310-312), E. M. 
Nicholson described the origins and aims of this major work, as well 
as its distinctive features. The second and third volumes are devoted 
to 42 species of swans, geese and ducks that happen to have occurred 
in the eight countries of 'middle Europe' (the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Czechoslovakia and 
Hungary). Because of the exceptional thoroughness, clarity and 
accuracy of the text, these volumes also form by far the most useful 
book yet written on the wildfowl of Europe. They should become, 
and for a long time remain, an indispensable guide to what is known 
about the best-known wildfowl of the world. Those species occurring 
only as the result of introductions are dealt with relatively briefly. 
Otherwise the length of each account depends nearly as much on 
what is known of the species as on its status in Europe. North American 
and Russian publications, as well as those from all Europe, have been 
carefully noticed and summarised. British ornithologists should be 
pleased to find how large a contribution we have made to the general 
knowledge of wildfowl, while noting how rapidly the share of workers 
elsewhere has increased in the last few years. 

The original decision that the book should not contain coloured 
illustrations has been modified to the extent of including five plates 
of the heads of geese in volume 2. Pleasant though these are, they 
confirm that a full set of illustrations was unnecessary. The chosen 
alternative of providing references to published photographs is a 
commendable one. The figures and the maps are well-drawn and 
informative, though they are reproduced at a scale demanding keen 
eyesight. 

The very high quality of this work encourages questions and 
reflections. Presumably the primary function of a regional handbook 
is to give a reliable account of the present status of the species occurring 
there, with more or less historical detail. Should it also attempt to 
deal with the causes of change ? Could that be done, given the patchy 
information about numbers and distribution that is available for 
even the best-known species? Might it not be more useful, because 
more provocative, to give space to speculations on factors affecting 
abundance than to meticulous repetition of historical records ? 
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Who uses plumage descriptions, and for what purposes ? If I am 
given a Greylag Goose shot in Kent, can this book, or any other, 
enable me to decide from its appearance how old the bird was and 
whether it was most likely to have been bred locally, from the stock 
released near Sevenoaks, or to have come from Iceland, or Denmark, 
or Austria ? In such a case I would still turn to E. L. Schioler's Dan-
marks Fugle (vol I, 1925), because he described particular specimens of 
known provenance, rather than giving only a generalised account 
derived from a sample of unspecified composition. But I doubt if a 
satisfactory answer could at present be given, while refusing to believe 
that none is possible. We badly need a genius able to devise means 
of classifying birds on the basis of their superficial appearance to a 
much greater degree of refinement than is now practicable. In North 
America there is already a major practical application, in setting hunt
ing regulations, for the technique of telling the species, sex and age 
of a duck from the appearance of a severed wing. It would be very 
much better to be able to do that, and to tell where the bird came from, 
on the basis of a few feathers. 

In the sections on linear measurements and weights, substantial 
advances have been made on the barbaric practice of merely record
ing the range in size of a few skins. But the editors have contented 
themselves with assembling data from various sources, without 
attempting to consolidate them or to indicate where reported dif
ferences are likely to reflect biological variations rather than technical 
ones. In the future more attention will be given to large samples of 
live birds, as well as to such matters as the effects of age on wing-
length and of deep-freezing on the size of specimens. 

The accounts of behaviour are lengthy abstracts or paraphrases of 
published papers, usually illustrated by the original line drawings. 
These form a very convenient crib for German-reading students 
(though non-German readers probably need it rather more) to set 
alongside Dr P. A. Johnsgard's well-known Handbook of Waterfowl 
Behaviour (1965). 

A comparison with volume 3 of The Handbook of British Birds shows 
how many details of the general biology of wildfowl have been added, 
or corrected, in the 30 years since The Handbook first appeared. If the 
new book were in English, it would set off a whole new generation 
of writers of notes for British Birds. Unfortunately, it is unlikely that an 
English translation of the Handbuch will be commercially attractive, 
supposing that further volumes of the Handbook of North American 
Birds will eventually appear and that the projected Birds of the Western 
Palearctic is making satisfactory progress. A book in the hand is 
worth two in the air, however, and ornithologists are deeply indebted 
to Dr Bauer and Dr Glutz for these further instalments of a work 
that, above all, stimulates our curiosity. H U G H BOYD 
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