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Editorial 
Field identification and birds of prey 
British Birds has always prided itself on the encouragement it has 
given to bird identification. As far back as 1907, the first volume 
included an article by the Hon. Walter Rothschild on the separation 
of Willow Tits Paus montanus and Marsh Tits P. palustris. Several 
of its editors have played their parts in the main identification books, 
the most significant contribution being the sections on 'Field-
characters and General Habits' by the late B. W. Tucker, an editor 
of this journal from 1940 to 1950, in The Handbook of British Birds 
(1938-41): it is a tribute to his whole new approach to field identi
fication that most of the field guides to this day still draw heavily 
on his clear and succinct summaries based on years of critical fieldwork 
and international correspondence. 

Several papers in the last decade have opened up new fields. One 
classic example was Kenneth Williamson's 'Juvenile and winter 
plumages of marsh terns' (Brit. Birds, 53: 243-252), which showed that 
White-winged Black Terns Chlidonias leucopterus and Whiskered Terns 
C. hybrida, regarded even by Tucker as 'probably not separable . . . 
in the field' out of breeding plumage, could be distinguished then 
without great difficulty; as a direct result, over 100 White-winged 
Black and even six Whiskered Terns have been identified in autumn in 
Britain and Ireland since 1960. Another was D. I. M. Wallace's 'Field-
identification of Hippolais warblers' (Brit. Birds, 57: 282-31), which 
brilliantly analysed the distinctions in all plumages of the six species 
of this interesting west Palearctic genus that until then had been 
regarded as bogies. 

In the late 1940's and early 1950's attention began to turn to one 
of the hardest problems of all—that of distinguishing birds of prey 
in flight. Some raptors, especially the eagles and buzzards, vary 
greatly in plumage and their shapes and wing positions change with 
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the mode of flight of the moment, which in turn may depend greatly 
upon wind and weather. In Britain, where the sole eagle is the Golden 
Aquila chrysaetos and where the rare Honey Buzzard Perms apivorus 
and Rough-legged Buzzard Buteo lagopus have to be distinguished only 
from the common Buzzard B. buteo, these difficulties may not matter 
too much, but more and more observers are visiting far-flung corners 
of Europe and beyond. In Europe there are four vultures, nine eagles 
(including Haliaeetus and Circaetus with the typical Aquila and Hiera-
aetus), five buzzards (including Perms and Buteo and separating the 
Steppe Buzzard B. b. vulpinus which, though only a race of the Buzzard, 
is often confused with the Long-legged Buzzard B. rufinus), three 
round-winged hawks (Accipiter), three kites (including Elanus with 
Milvus), four harriers (Circus), one osprey (Pandion) and ten falcons 
(Falco)—in all 38 species and a difficult subspecies. 

It was P. J. Hayman who took the lead in identifying European 
raptors in flight and for many years observers going abroad have been 
supplied by him, for comment and criticism in the field, with beauti
fully executed sketches based on his own experience in the Middle 
East and Europe, and revised and revised again after minute examina
tion and measurement of museum skins. Meanwhile, a significant paper 
was published in 1968 on the identification of Aquila eagles, with 
an English summary and English captions to twelve pages of drawings, 
by S. Christensen, B. P. Nielsen, N. H. Christensen and L. H. Sorensen 
(Dansk Orn. Foren. Tidsskr., 62: 68-94) and followed in 1970 by 
another on the buzzards and remaining eagles by the first two of those 
authors (Dansk Orn. Foren. Tidsskr., 64: 1-44). Also in 1970 L. H. 
Sorensen began a Belgian series with the buzzards (Aves, 7: 29-43). 
This growing interest in raptor identification was further reflected 
in the recent publication of Birds of Prey in the Field by Roger Harkness 
and Colin Murdoch (1971). On the global plane, too, Birds of Prey 
of the World by Mary Louise Grossman and John Hamlet (1965) and 
Eagles, Hawks and Falcons of the World by Leslie Brown and Dean 
Amadon (1968) both included many flight sketches. 

We believe, however, that the birds of prey are such a complicated 
group to identify that it will be a long time before the last word 
has been written and it is therefore with great pleasure that we now 
publish the first of eight papers covering the identification of all 
the European raptors. We are fortunate that it has been possible to 
pool the knowledge of two of the Danish experts, Steen Christensen 
and Bent Pors Nielsen, with that of two British ornithologists, R. F. 
Porter and Ian Willis, who have spent much time studying the bird 
of prey migration at the Bosphorus; we also believe that the sketches 
by Mr Willis are at once the most beautifully drawn and the most 
accurate of the flight illustrations so far published of this important 
and difficult group. 
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