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Editorial 
Field guides and identification 
The recent publication of The Birds of Britain and Europe with North 
Africa and the Middle East, by Hermann Heinzel, Richard Fitter and 
John Parslow (reviewed on pages 445-448), has met with a wide range 
of reactions, both favourable and unfavourable. This mixed reception 
that now seems to greet the appearance of any new field guide is due 
partly to a common misconception that the purpose of these volumes 
is 'to enable anybody who is interested in birds to identify any bird 
he or she is reasonably likely to see . . .' (to quote from the intro
duction to one field guide). If this purpose were achieved, the field 
guides published to date would be directly comparable and we could 
say that one displaced another, or at least that this applied to certain 
parts of them. But they are explicitly only guides, not keys, to field 
identification; it is better to buy and use all of them and to discover 
their particular strengths and weaknesses the hard way. Perhaps the 
public is more likely to buy a book which claims to enable every 
bird to be identified, but if so it is being misled by a gross over
simplification. 

Identification is a highly complex physical and mental process, in
volving the observer's field skills and experience, the intrinsic degree 
of difficulty within the group of species in question, the circum
stances of the encounter, and the instruments, books and other aids 
available. The process is often complete; it can also be sufficiently 
complete for the conclusion to be 'beyond reasonable doubt' (to use 
the legal phrase); now and then it goes far enough for a genus, group 
or pair of species to be named; and, as any honest observer will 
admit, it is quite often a total failure. Field guides help to increase the 
observer's 'success rate', but are no substitute for experience; any
one who doubts this should take the appropriate volume on a maiden 
visit to North Africa, the Middle East or North America and keep a 
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note of how many birds he sees or hears well enough but cannot 
identify during his first week there. 

The short and eventful history of field guides has followed a similar 
trend on both sides of the Atlantic: great advances in book produc
tion, in particular in colour printing, have made it possible to con
dense more species into one volume, and thus to cover a larger 
geographical area, without increasing size or price. The observer, 
apparently, needs to buy only one book for the whole of the United 
States and Canada, only one for almost the entire west Palearctic 
region. Unfortunately this is not the case in reality. The treatments 
in existing field guides, especially these new ones, are necessarily 
brief; although adequate for the identification of many species, they 
cannot cope with the difficult cases which are precisely those on 
which guidance is essential, even for fairly experienced observers. 
At this point we must remind ourselves of the uncomfortable fact that 
it is impossible to describe completely any bird. Human language and 
two-dimensional illustration cannot do full justice to a three-
dimensional, living, moving animal. Field guides tend to concentrate 
on plumage, since language and still pictures lend themselves most 
readily to such visual features; in attempting to describe briefly voice, 
jizz and behaviour, however, there are severe limitations and our 
present guides fall far short on these counts. 

The market for general field guides covering hundreds of species, 
from divers to sparrows, has surely now been met in Europe and North 
America. This is one end of the spectrum; the ever-growing numbers 
of birdwatchers in these continents must now demand a move in the 
opposite direction. All scientific disciplines have progressed to greater 
specialisation and there is no reason why field identification should 
not do likewise. Really comprehensive, full-length guides to such 
groups as Atlantic seabirds, Holarctic wildfowl, west Palearctic rap
tors, Holarctic waders, Holarctic skuas, gulls and terns, and Pale
arctic warblers, for example, illustrated with photographs as well as 
paintings and concentrating on the more difficult problems, are 
now long overdue. (It is intended that our current series on the 
identification of European raptors in flight, the fifth part of which 
appears in this issue, should eventually be published in book form.) 
Such specialised guides would not be the last word on the subject, of 
course, but they could be a vast improvement on what is available 
now. Visual features, at least, could be adequately dealt with and, now 
that technological advances are making such aids as portable miniature 
tape recorders and even film-strip viewers ever more efficient and 
better value for money, perhaps it will not be long before such in
tangible characters as voice and behaviour, too, can be compared 
directly, cheaply and conveniently in the field. 




