
Review 
The Herons Handbook. By James Hancock and James Kushlan. 
Croom Helm, London, 1984. 288 pages including 65 colour paintings by 
Robert Gillmor and Peter Hayman, 21 line-drawings and 61 distribution 
maps. £16.95. 
This book's predecessor, The Herons of the World, by James Hancock and Hugh Elliott with 61 
colour paintings by Robert Gillmor and Peter Hayman, was published in 1978 and reviewed in 
this magazine by Stanley Cramp (Brit. Birds 72: 234). He described it as 'superbly produced' 
and 'attractive', the text as 'well-written' and 'authoritative', and the paintings as 'highly 
decorative' and 'superbly printed'. Despite this deserved praise, the book has not found its way 
onto a large number of private bookshelves and the reason for this is simply one of price: 
£46.00 in 1978. 

The Herons Handbook is more likely to achieve popularity than its forerunner, due not only to 
its more attractive price, but also to the fact that it is the direct descendant of the earlier work. 
The initial impression on the prospective reader is very favourable, created by the eye
catching paintings. Both artists have set a very high standard with their portrayals of each 
species in its natural habitat and it might be suggested that some of Robert Gillmor's plates 
may never be bettered. All of the paintings in the original book are repeated, though reduced in 
size from 350mm X 230mm to 234mm X 152mm, and there are four new plates by Robert 
Gillmor depicting a total of 60 white herons and egrets of 11 species, showing different 
subspecies and seasonal plumages and bare-parts coloration. The only criticism of the 
paintings, apart from the size reduction, is that the majority show just one bird of each species, 
resulting in many distinct plumages not being portrayed. 

All of the world's herons, 60 species according to the authors' classification, are both 
illustrated and covered in the text, and numerous subspecies are also discussed in depth. With 
Sir Hugh Elliott unable actively to participate in this book, the widely travelled James 
Hancock has been joined by James Kushlan, a professional ornithologist of considerable field 
experience. After a Foreword by Roger Tory Peterson, and Introduction and Acknow
ledgements by the authors, there are general chapters on Classification, Courtship, Feeding, 
and Identification. These are followed by the individual Species Descriptions, each of which, 
where relevant, contains information under the headings Identification, Distribution and 
Population, Migration, Habitat, Behaviour, Nest, Eggs and Young, and Taxonomy. The text 
of the earlier work has been revised and updated, particularly the sections on distribution, 
habitat, behaviour and taxonomy, following substantial recent research by field observers 
including the authors. A criticism of The Herons of the World, that the accounts of well-studied 
species were compressed whilst those of little-known ones were padded out to suit the form of 
the book, has been rectified, the allocation of text space being more in keeping with the 
information known about each species. There is a distribution map for each species, correcting 
a major fault in the earlier book, and there are 21 splendid line-drawings by Robert Gillmor. 

The hard cover appears well-finished and suitable for a book intended to be used in the field. 
It is also attractive, containing the same illustrations as the dust-cover. 

The Herons Handbook is superbly illustrated, with a scholarly text containing the very latest 
information on the heron family. It is, in every way, a fine book, and will enjoy a wide appeal. 

PETER LANSDOWN 
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