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The Birds of Africa. Volume I. By Leslie H. Brown, Emil K. Urban 
and Kenneth Newman. Academic Press, London, 1982. 521 pages; 28 
colour plates; 4 black-and-white plates; many line-drawings and maps. 
£53.40. 
This is a huge book: just as heavy as but even larger than the third volume otBWP. There is 
only one fair way to describe it: it is a magnificent book. The attractive design, large and clear 
print, and lay-out designed for ease of use all enhance its all-round quality. 

This is the first of six volumes (there may be a seventh on the Malagasy region). 
Unfortunately, its publication came after the death of its major initiator, Leslie Brown; as 
HRH The Duke of Edinburgh says in his foreword, 'the series will be a monument to Leslie 
Brown'. Volumes II-IV will be edited by Emil K. Urban, Hilary Fry and Stuart Keith. The 
series covers all the birds recorded in Africa; a case could be made for excluding those which 
have occurred only within the Palearctic parts of the continent (a number of species have not 
been recorded south of the Sahara, for instance), thereby giving either more room for the 
remaining species or smaller volumes at a lower price. As it is, there are some instances of 
considerable detail being given on birds which are not truly African but have occurred only as 
vagrants, for which the researcher would surely seek his information in handbooks covering 
the areas where the birds are better known. This criticism could, however, be levelled at many 
handbooks, and I feel sure that the majority of African ornithologists would be in favour of the 
present treatment. 

It would be an unusual book which did not include any errors. It is easy for a reviewer to 
nit-pick. I do not intend to do so. This is the book to which I shall turn when I seek information 
on African birds; that is what the authors and editors intended, and that is what they have 
achieved, with great thoroughness. 

Each of the main species has a distribution map. When judging these, it is necessary to bear 
in mind, first, that the continent of Africa includes such a variety of climates, habitats and bird 
species that breeding can occur in any month and, secondly, that, for some species of birds, 
even the nests have never been described. Nevertheless, it is a pity that for many species there 
is no differentiation between breeding areas and non-breeding areas. Hopefully, this system 
will be changed for future volumes. 

Any major handbook is bound to be judged to a large extent on its illustrations. The 32 
plates in this first volume compare favourably with those for similar works. It is a help that 
only two artists were involved: Martin Woodcock and Peter Hayman. Both deserve 
congratulations for having achieved portraits which are both accurate and artistically pleasing. 
With sometimes up to 40 species on a page, the artists had not only the problem of careful 
illustration, but also that of positioning to allow the maximum size of bird and minimum 
wasted space, without producing a confusing jumble of images. Martin Woodcock, who was 
responsible for plates 18-32, covering all the raptors from Osprey to Teita Falcon, has achieved 
this difficult compromise with very great skill: his birds are large and where they occasionally 
overlap this does not detract either from the usefulness of the picture or its attractiveness. Peter 
Hayman, who was responsible for the first 17 plates, covering the species from Ostrich to the 
ducks, has used a different method, with a large amount of blank space in between his rather 
smaller portraits. To my eye, this has worked less well and has often resulted in tiny birds on 
which the details have been lost during printing, through reduction or processing. 

Academic Press is not renowned for producing cheap bird books, but this one is value for 
money, even at its high price, and will justifiably be regarded as indispensable by everyone 
having any interest in African birds. J . T. R. SHARROCK 
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The Barn Owl. By D. S. Bunn, A. B. Warburton and R. D. S. Wilson. T. 
& A. D. Poyser, Calton, 1982. 264 pages; one colour and 31 black-and-white 
photographs; numerous line-drawings, diagrams and tables. £12.60. 
Not long ago, while looking at a recently fledged Barn Owl, my father was struck on the 
shoulder by one of the adults , receiving two parallel scratches. I know of no recorded instance 
of a Barn Owl a t tacking a human being, and I found no mention of such a thing in this book, 
bu t tha t must be jus t about the only thing not recorded there. For this book is a classic of its 
kind: a full and fascinating account of the life history of an intriguing species, built around the 
fieldwork of two of the authors , David Bunn and Tony Warbur ton, with an impressive amount 
of other information gleaned from other studies and the literature. Robert Wilson has taken on 
the massive task of the ' l i terature search' , most successfully, and has added a splendid chapter 
of his own on the folklore of Barn Owls. 

Whe the r you are an owl addict , a more normal diurnal birder, a twitcher, or an armchair 
natural is t , you should read this book: it will fascinate you, entertain you and leave you a lot 
more knowledgeable than you were before. You will also enjoy the photographs and, particu
larly, I an Willis 's il lustrations; and you will certainly not be disappointed by the layout and 
'feel' of the book: it is of the usual high s tandard that we now take for granted whenever we sec 
the n a m e of Poyser on the dustjacket. 

I hope that many farmers will read it too. It has a lot to say on Barn Owl conservation, with 
many pract ical suggestions. Farmers are notably sympathetic when asked about Barn Owls, 
a lmost instinctively so following their long and generally friendly relationship with the species: 
they will benefit from reading the book and, consequently, this will help Barn Owls. I was 
pleased to see such a strong conservation message coming across as a result of the authors ' 
work, bu t , with so many less thoughtful people jumping on the bandwagon of captive breeding 
and release schemes, I was disappointed that more was not said on the environmental 
considerat ions which should come first. A clear warning could have been given that no amount 
of ' res tocking the wild' will be of any benefit to Barn Owls if there is nowhere lor them to hunt 
and nest and if the release areas are contaminated by agricultural chemicals. A simple point, 
pe rhaps , and one that the authors clearly understand, but I sometimes wonder whether it has 
been grasped by some of the growing number of people dabbling in Barn Owls (and other 
species) nowadays . M I K E E V E R E T T 

Gone Birding. By Bill Oddie. Methuen, London, 1983. 180 pages; many 
black-and-white plates and line-drawings. £6.95. 
For a star t , this is a very well-written book, with wit, style, and readability. The author's 
previous volume, Bill Oddie's Little Black Bird Book, dealing with the mystique of twitching, is 
already a classic; its humour hits home time and again, so that, if it is your humour , you will 
guffaw and collapse with mir th on almost every page. Gone Birding is much subtler, so that I 
read it with a perpetual smile, but only seldom fell off my chair. 11 is not for dipping into (which 
has nothing to do with dipping out) , but should be read from beginning to end. 

Th i s is Bill Oddie ' s orni tho-autobiography (it hardly touches on his Cambridge Footlights 
and subsequent showbiz career) , up to some ten years ago; the next volume, we are promised, 
will b r ing us up to date . Four areas dominate the book: the West Midlands (particularly 
Bartley Reservoir) , Monk 's House, Dungeness and Cley. I don ' t know the first two, but 
everything about the last two rings bell after bell: Bill Oddie has captured the atmosphere of 
both perfectly, with immense humour , and with obvious truthfulness. He is, for instance, very 
caustic in his comments on two very well known personalities (you'll have to read the book to 
find out who!) and their effects on his youthful development (one nearly put him offbirding for 
ever), bu t it is done with sufficient tinge of affection that I feel sure neither will take too much 
offence (perhaps they'll even be proud to have retained their reputations as strict disci
pl inar ians of uppety-schoolboy novice birdwatchers) . 

If you know the West Midlands , Monk ' s House, Dungeness or Cley; or if you have ever 
worked your own 'local patch ' ; or if you were birdwatching in the 1950s or 1960s; or if you 
enjoyed BOLBBB; or if you have ever been a ringer; or if you have ever been a teenage 
bi rdwatcher ; or if you don ' t take your birding too seriously; or if you take your birding very 
seriously indeed: READ THIS BOOK. 

If you have ever gone birding, get Gone Birding. J . T . R. S H A R R O C K 
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A Field Guide to die Birds of Japan. Text by Wild Bird Society of 
Japan; illustrations by Shinji Takano; editor-in-chief Koichiro 
Sonobe. Wild Bird Society of Japan, Tokyo, 1982. 336 pages; many colour 
illustrations. £13.10. 
The publication of this excellent guide dealing with 524 species (plus 13 escapees) finally paves 
the way for a serious interest in eastern Asia amongst travelling European birders. The only 
previous field-guide approach to Japanese birds in English, Yoshimaro Yamashina's Birds in 
Japan (1974), is difficult to obtain and treats only a selection of well-known species. This book 
deals with all species recorded in Japan, including offshore islands, up to March 1982. 

Following standard field-guide format, the customary explanatory introduction and 
checklist are followed by Koichiro Sonobe's succinct 'Identifying birds with this book' 
outlining the principles and pitfalls of field identification in five simple paragraphs. The order 
is based on Peterson's (1980) A Field Guide to the Birds East of the Rockies, which grouped families 
of birds together according to their shared visual and behavioural characteristics. In this case, 
whether one cares to view birds as 'swimmers' or 'aerialists' is perhaps a matter of taste. The 
complete novice may save a little time in making identifications as a result of this spurious 
classification, but assuming that the fascination of birds takes root, such a benefit will be 
short-lived. Conversely, any reader with a seasoned thumb will experience nothing but 
exasperation in failing to locate some families where expected, and will be forced to backtrack 
to the quick-reference pictures on the inside covers. 

Finally, an 11-page 'Birdwatching guide for Japan' details some prime localities, from 
sub-tropical Irimote and Ishigaki in the Ryu-Kyu islands to Shunkunitai and Cape Ochiishi 
on sub-arctic Hokkaido, perhaps at their best during this island's bitter winters. In total, 28 
sites are mapped and briefly outlined. Those providing facilities for education, in the context of 
a well-managed reserve, are given some prominence. This could mislead the foreign birder, as 
such reserves—frequently close to major urban centres—often offer little more than 'standard 
fare' and are, in some cases, not worthy of a visit if one has limited time and money. Should 
such an emphasis ultimately strengthen the dismal level of environmental concern in Japan, it 
will be amply justified. There are, however, some surprising omissions. The volcanic 
wilderness of Akan National Park (Hokkaido) and Nikko National Park, perhaps the best area 
ol high altitude marsh and lakes in central Honshu, less than five hours from Tokyo and once 
described as 'the birding paradise of Japan', get no mention. Nor does the excellent 
Daisetsuzan National Park in central Hokkaido, where the forests, distinctly Siberian in 
composition, probably hold all of the island's boreal and sub-arctic specialities (including the 
endemic Three-toed Woodpecker Picoides tridactylus inouyei, occurring only there). It is, 
however, unlikely that a foreign birder, starting in late winter and visiting the sites given in a 
sensible order over four months, would fail to find most of Japan's breeding birds. 

Shinji Takano's illustrations are the finest aspect of the book. The only available portraits in 
a few cases, they seem fresh and alive. Occasionally the colours are a little fierce, but the 
illustrations are attractive, large enough, well laid out and mostly accurate. Certainly there are 
oversights: the pale panel shown by the wing-coverts of a flying Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura is 
not shown; the bill of Saunders's Gull Larus saundersi is too thin; the wing bar of Ijima's Warbler 
Phylloscopus ijimae is omitted; the shape of Bulwer's Petrel Bulweria bulwerii is wrong. To dwell 
on these would, however, be to lose sight of the artist's more thoughtful approach to the 
problems of field identification than that found in many previous field guides. It is especially 
pleasing to see juvenile plumages of waders—with some attention to feather pattern— 
portrayed at last. Winter plumages of male buntings, eclipse plumages of male ducks, and 
distinctive races (of wagtails in particular) are well painted. The portraits of strange races— 
little known to us in Europe—of familiar Palearctic birds are most useful: the grey-breasted 
race of Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula cineracea, the chestnut-bellied Blue Rock Thrush Monticola 
solitarius philippensis, and the black-headed phase of male Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 
spilonotus, for example. And how many observers in the field in Southeast Asia include 
dark-phase Grey-faced Buzzard Butastur indicus in their raptor-identification options? The 
artist's attempt to show a wide range of plumages thus solves many potential identification 
problems. 

The text is rather brief: sufficient space is available for only a few sentences, though 
additional details are given to aid distinction between similar species. There are two major 
failings. First, little attention is paid to the importance of vocalisations in identification: only in 
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a few cases are calls described at all. Perhaps this is just as well: there must be great difficulty in 
transcribing calls, as perceived and spoken in Japanese, to a set of letters in English. It is also 
possible that some of the calls given have been inadequately researched: most books describe a 
three-note call for Little Whimbrel Numemus minutus, here given as two notes. The second 
failing concerns taxonomy and nomenclature. Ornithologists in Europe might have been 
saved confusion had the species treatment in the text followed the List oj Recent Holarctic Bird 
Species (Voous 1973 & 1977). Here, for example, no distinction is made between the genera 
Tringa and Actitis or Cichlopasser, Zoothera and Turdus; the common name Caspian Plover 
Charadrius asiaticus is used to refer to another species, Oriental Plover C. veredus, though perhaps 
they are considered conspecific by the Japanese: how are we to know? Again, 'Common Quail 
Coturnix cotumix' ignores Japanese Quail C. japonica. Accepting Voous, some species which 
might profitably have been so treated are not. 

Distribution maps are presented covering the range of each species in a considerably 
broader context than that of Japan itself: China/eastern Asia or Southeast Asia/Indonesia, 
where appropriate. Breeding and wintering ranges are clearly shown. The maps are extremely 
valuable, given the high price and often limited availability of other works mapping distri
butions in this area. For the serious student of Asian birds, they alone are sufficient 
justification for the purchase of this book. Occasionally we are misled: the colour of printing for 
the breeding and wintering ranges of Pacific Diver [Gaviapacifica]—here treated as a species— 
is reversed. The breeding range of Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri extends into northeast 
Siberia, but is not shown to do so. Other unfortunate mistakes have slipped through: Copper 
Pheasant Syrmaticus soemmerringii is not a Phasianus, and there is no map for Japanese Accentor 
Prunella rubida. Sadly, five species will never need a map . . . they are extinct. 

With this in mind, the book is a monument to the splendid efforts that the author panel and 
the Wild Bird Society of Japan have made to stimulate interest in the birds of their country. 
Might such a commendable achievement help prevent further extinctions? Pages of critical 
quibbles cannot hide the fact that this field guide compares favourably with any of its 
predecessors and is well worth its price. Most of us will want to own a copy. Extremely well 
bound, attractively designed, with a detailed map on the inside back covers, it ably satisfies the 
needs of any foreigner on a birding trip and must surely increase conservation-awareness in 
Japan itself. (In this context, it is difficult not to admire the compilers' choice of Japanese 
Crested Ibis Nipponia nippon for the cover illustration: given the recent history of the species, 
this smacks of bold optimism.) 

Let us wish them luck, for it is high time that the much lauded traditional Japanese 
reverence for the natural world ceased to find exclusive manifestation in the realm of art and 
became apparent in that of economic behaviour. RODNEY P. MARTINS 

A Natural History of British Birds. By Eric Simms. Illustrated by 
Robert Gillmor. J. M. Dent & Sons, London, 1983. 367 pages; 16 colour 
plates; 137 line-drawings. £12.95. 
It is perhaps surprising, in view of the recent proliferation of books on 'birdy' subjects, that it is 
difficult to bring to mind any other book which provides the amateur ornithologist with a good 
grounding in bird biology in such a painless and pleasant manner. The only similar book I can 
recall was Bird by Louis & Lois Darling 20 or 30 years ago and long out of print now. 

The present book is in no way a tex-book. The author, Eric Simms, well known for his 
books in the 'New Naturalist' series and for his radio broadcasts, writes in an informal prose 
style. There are no graphs, complicated statistical tables or scientific jargon to tax the brain. It 
is a book which is easy to dip into, the chapters being relatively short and complete in 
themselves. The first chapter traces the evolutionary development of our mocJern birds, the 
second shows how present-day bird families are related and distributed worldwide. In the 
chapter 'Birds and the British Isles' the author indicates the way climatic changes have 
affected vegetation and thence the population levels of many species over a period of time. He 
provides extensive lists of habitat types and the birds likely to be found there. Further chapters 
cover all aspects of bird biology, from body structure and plumage, 'The quest for food', 'The 
voices of birds' and 'How birds behave', to 'Nuptials and breeding' and 'Nests and families'. 
There are many fascinating, often amusing, anecdotes and snippets of information of the type 



474 Reviews 

useful in after-dinner conversation. Did you know that a Hawfinch can exert a force of 95 lb in 
order to split a cherry stone, or that a Woodpigeon has been found with 163 peas in its crop? 

Other chapters have intriguing titles: 'Birds at night', 'Death and survival', 'Birds and Man' 
and 'Birds in folklore and art'. A month-by-month review of migration in Britain is included in 
the chapter 'Bird migrants and ringing', and the classic birdwatching areas of the country are 
listed by habitat in 'Where to watch birds'. A chapter, 'Birdwatching', provides useful advice 
on all aspects of the hobby, from selecting books and binoculars to sound recording and 
making nest-boxes. A full list of British and Irish birds and their status is given and there is a 
bibliography under chapter headings. 

The numerous line-drawings and sixteen colour paintings by Robert Gillmor are excellent, 
being both instructive and decorative. The drawing of a Stone-curlew 'conversing' with its 
chick just before it hatches has particular appeal for me. Is there just the hint of a chuckle 
behind the pen? 

The book has a thoroughly pleasing appearance, the type-face being easy on the eye and the 
paper good quality and white. It even smells good! I can recommend it to all birdwatchers 
who, having got to grips with identification, feel that they still know very little about the lives of 
the birds they see. HILARY BURN 

The Technique of Bird Photography. By John War ham. Butterworth 
Group, London & Boston, 1983. 4th edn. 287 pages; 32 colour plates; 56 
black-and-white plates; 25 line illustrations. £18.50. 
This is a completely re-written version of a book that has been widely used since it was first 
published in 1956. The author is both a bird photographer and a successful professional 
ornithologist whose wide experience in both fields is apparent throughout the book. 

The scope of the book is broad, and bird photographers of all grades of experience and 
expertise will learn from it. There are 14 chapters, commencing with a short introduction and 
an all-too-brief history of bird photography which includes two or three photographs dating 
back to the 19th Century. Throughout the remainder of the book, the tacit assumption is made 
that the reader has a basic photographic knowledge. The beginner will need to refer to a basic 
text, if, for example, he needs to know how best to process film to minimise grain, 

A major feature of the book is that it considers the making of films as well as still 
photography, and the chapters on the choice of cameras, lenses and accessories cover 
comprehensively both still and movie equipment. The emphasis is on 35-mm stills and Super 8 
cine, but larger format equipment of both types is not forgotten. Generally, the manufacturers 
of specific makes of equipment are not given, but occasionally the makers of particular items 
are mentioned, and one-of the several valuable appendices is both a bibliography and a list of 
useful addresses. 

The various aspects of bird photography are discussed: the use of hides (with many useful 
examples and ideas), nest photography (both above and below ground), stalking, flight 
photography (both still and cine), 'wait-and-see' work, the use of bait, remote control, 
play-back tape, the use of flash, filming with artificial light, and so forth. This section of the 
book is a veritable mine of useful information, tips and wrinkles. I must, however, take issue 
with the statement that waders are 'often fairly tame' and are thus suitable subjects for 
stalking; my experience is that this happens all too rarely, at least with most of the western 
Palearctic species. 

The author's scientific background comes out in useful chapters on expedition photography 
(again specifically including film making) and photography in the field for scientific purposes. 

The final chapters discuss the aesthetic ideals, using a few well-chosen pictures, and the 
ethics of bird photography. The last is a short chapter summarising the basic rules followed by 
responsible bird photographers, a topic that the author raises throughout the book wherever 
relevant. 

The book as a whole is illustrated with well-chosen photographs, a large proportion of which 
have been taken by the author and which clearly demonstrate the author's qualifications. 
Accompanying each is an informative caption, so that each picture both illustrates and 
amplifies points made in the text. 

The book will be a valuable addition to any bird photographer's library. My only complaint 
is that the price seems a little high; but, after all, it is no more than the cost of three or four rolls 
of colour film. R . J . C H A N D L E R 


	The Birds of Africa. Volume I. By Leslie H. Brown, Emil K. Urban and Kenneth Newman
	The Barn Owl. By D. S. Bunn, A. B. Warburton and R. D. S. Wilson
	A Field Guide to the Birds of Japan. Text by Wild Bird Society of apan; illustrations by Shinji Takano; editor-in-chief Koichiro Sonobe
	A Natural History of British Birds. By Eric Simms. Illustrated by Robert Gillmor
	The Technique of Bird Photography. By John Warham

