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The Crows: a study of the Corvids of Europe. By Franklin Coombs. 
Batsford, London, 1978. 255 pages; 4 colour plates; 12 photographs; 
86 maps and line-drawings. £7.95. 
The scope of this attractive book is more accurately expressed by the subtitle. It deals 
with the 11 European members of the crow family, some common and familiar, others 
more local and relatively little known. Dr Coombs is well qualified for such a task, for he 
has made important field studies of the Rook and has kept several species in captivity; 
moreover his superb skills as an artist have enabled him to provide not only four plates in 
colour, but many elegant line-drawings of postures used in displays, based on accurate 
observation and real feeling for the living bird. 

The book opens with a short chapter on crows and man: their widespread occurrence 
in folklore, their use as food and their clashes with human interests, from agriculture to 
gamekeeping. Then, after a brief survey of taxonomic relationships, there are chapters 
on each species, covering field characters, plumage, distribution, behaviour, territory 
and breeding, roosting, food, predators, parasites and mortality. These chapters vary 
considerably in length from five pages for the Azure-winged Magpie to 37 for the Rook, 
reflecting largely our knowledge of each species. They include not only his own careful 
studies, but make liberal use of the scientific literature (although I should have liked to 
have seen more space devoted to Rook population studies). As in all good summaries of 
existing knowledge, they help us to understand the behaviour of a group of birds often 
taken for granted or little loved, and serve also as an incentive to fill the gaps. Some of these 
are surprising; for example, virtually nothing is known of territory in the Jay, although 
with reduced persecution this shy species is now invading some populated areas. As a 
bonus, there is a short account of the Great Spotted Cuckoo, which is parasitic on many 
crows. After a chapter comparing territory and other matters within the group, the book 
ends with an account of the year-long study of Rooks made by Lewis Harding in Cornwall 
as long ago as 1847-48, devised as a form of occupational therapy by his doctor. 

Franklin Coombs, another doctor from Cornwall with natural history interests, has 
shown that amateurs can still make a major contribution to ornithology, though few are 
likely to possess his insights or tenacity and fewer still can ally these with such artistic 
skill. STANLEY CRAMP 

Birds of Wood, Park and Garden. Birds of Sea and Coast. By 
Lars Jonsson. Penguin Nature Guides, Harmondsworth, 1978. Both 
128 pages; many colour illustrations. £1.95 each. 
These are the first two of five books which will cover all bird species regularly nesting or 
occurring in Europe. Every European ornithologist will surely wish to purchase them. 
The left-hand page of each double-page spread has texts covering identification and 
behaviour, and European distribution maps of two to four species, which are illustrated 
by paintings on the right-hand page. The texts flow freely over their subjects, unconstrained 
by a rigid format: in consequence, they contain some gaps, with important identification 
features missing, but, on the other hand, include some points of value which are usually 
omitted from standard field guides. The maps are adequate, but again are sometimes 
incomplete, lacking up-to-date range changes. But it is for the paintings that these books 
will be purchased. I have never seen such a fine collection of lifelike portraits of European 
birds. This young artist quite clearly knows his birds exceedingly well and has captured 
the distinctive posture and jizz of nearly every species. The paintings are not of birds all 
in standard poses: each species is in its characteristic stance, thereby giving the book 
enormous value for identification purposes. Naturally, not every picture is as good as the 
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best (the skuas and the flying waders are, to me, the most unpleasing), but the best ones 
are truly superb. Lars Jonsson has exactly captured the shape, posture, movement and 
plumage of such diverse species as Great Shearwater (including its distinctive Black Tern
like shoulder marks) and Firecrest, which are my personal favourites in these two books. 
The excellence of these illustrations will surely not be bettered for many years, except 
perhaps in the third to fifth volumes in this series, which I am impatient to obtain. How I 
wish, however, that this series had been planned differently. If five volumes had to be 
produced, why not follow systematic sequence? Wanting to look at the paintings of 
Stonechat, I naturally turned to the volume dealing with the coast, but there was no 
mention whatever; and the two index entries in the volume on parks and gardens were 
merelv tn crpneral references! nresnmablv . T have tn wai t for mv S tnne rha t nnr t ra i t unti l 
one of the next three volumes. Let us hope that this highly talented artist soon illustrates 
a single book or series of volumes which are easier for reference. In the meantime, buy 
your own copies of these books at once: splendid value for money. 

J . T . R . S H A R R O C K 

The Natural History of Britain and Northern Europe. Towns and 
Gardens. By Denis Owen. Mountains and Moorlands. By Arnold 
Darlington. Edited by James Ferguson-Lees and Bruce Campbell. 
Hodder & Stoughton, Sevenoaks, 1978. Each over 200 pages; many 
colour and black-and-white illustrations. £4.75 each. 
The 1970s will no doubt go down in the annals of natural history publishing as the decade 
of the field guide. With Towns and Gardens and Mountains and Moorlands, a series with a 
difference has been launched on the scene. Instead of adhering to the familiar pattern of 
each volume dealing with a particular taxonomic group, the aim of the new series of 
five books is for each to provide a guide to a particular habitat or group of habitats. The 
nearest existing contester in this field is Collins's excellent Guide to Wildlife in House and 
Home (H. Mourier and O. Winding, 1977). 

The books are divided into two parts: an ecological account of the habitat, followed by 
illustrated descriptions of the characteristic flora and fauna, very much on familiar field 
guide lines. Those who conceived the series are to be congratulated. The availability of 
books for the general reader on the major kinds of habitat has not kept pace with the 
shifting emphasis, from the purely species-orientated to ecosystem-based studies within 
both ecology and conservation, that has occurred within the last two decades. This 
series aims to provide the reader with a coherent view of the natural history of the north 
European countryside. 

The subject matter of the first two volumes could not be more different. One deals with 
the totally artificial, intensely organised, small-scale natural history of our towns and 
gardens, while the other seeks to encompass in one volume the vast spaces of the northern 
European mountains, moorlands, heathlands, coniferous forests and arctic tundra. This 
presents the authors with different problems and inevitably colours the treatments given 
to the ecological essays. In the event, Mountains and Moorlands succeeds best. Arnold 
Darlington's ecological sketches admirably capture the atmosphere of his five habitats, as 
well as providing factual—but at the same time interesting—accounts of the natural 
history. This is helped both by an economic style and a selection of beautiful landscape 
photographs. Denis Owen's task should have been simpler, but the result is not quite such 
a happy one. The ecological account consists of a number of separate topics and, in some, 
the imagery employed strikes just the right note. For instance, the section on 'Insects and 
flowers' begins, 'A herbaceous border to a butterfly or bee is like a filling station to a 
motorist.' The whole, however, is lacking in coherence, so that at the end one is left with 
no very clear integrated picture of the essential nature of the town environment as a 
wildlife habitat. The section on encouraging wildlife to the garden is also disappointing. 
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Inevitably, the second half of the books will be compared in quality with existing field 
guides. Unhappily, the standard of illustration, with the exception of the vertebrates, is 
not as good as we have come to expect. In particular, some of the plants are very poor 
indeed and would be no help at all in identification. The choice of species for inclusion is 
obviously something about which everyone will have their own views, but the plants of 
Towns and Gardens do seem to include a rather inconsequential mix of cultivated and 
'weed' species; and, surely, more than eight species of small passerines commonly occur 
in the gardens of northern Europe ? 

D A V I D S T R E E T E R 
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