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Bird Navigation: the solution of a mystery? By R. Robin Baker. 
Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1984. 256 pages. Paperback, £9.75. 
This book fills for the birdwatcher of the 1980s the niche which G.V.T. Matthews's pioneer 
Bird Navigation filled in the 1950s and 1960s. It is vastly informative and thoughtfully 
provocative. It is also a little daunting, for the number of jigsaw pieces to be fitted together 
seems to have quadrupled in the last two decades. 

One of the largest conceptual advances has been that of'redundancy of information', first 
put forward by Professor Keeton in 1972. In short, migrating birds have at their disposal a 
range of back-up navigational systems. Thus, in addition to their ability to determine direction 
from sun and stars, we now know that some species can make use of scent patterns, of 
infrasound, and particulary of elements of the earth's magnetic field. Some can also detect 
polarised light patterns and may use these and/or a sensitivity to ultra-violet light during 
daylight hours. 

The research summarised is almost all based on experimentation, it being difficult at 
present to see any alternative approach. Yet to prove that a pigeon (by far the most commonly 
used experimental animal) can detect some subtle environmental variant is not to establish 
that it exploits its ability to any significant extent. Twenty-five years ago, radar workers were 
recording migrants completely disoriented by cloud or fog, and the author cites a similar event 
(p. 218). On such occasions, why cannot the birds use their back-up system? We must be 
grateful to the experimenters, who have made virtually all the discoveries of the last two 
decades. Yet, in connection with the way that they interpret some of their results, I find myself 
wondering how many of them have that degree of experience of wild migrating birds as would 
come with two mid-autumn weeks at almost any bird observatory. 

In chapters 10 and 11, the author offers his interpretation of how birds find the way: by 
means of'a familiar area map based on a rich and varied landscape... and a variety of efficient 
compasses'. I accept that a mosaic of familiar areas plays a role, but suspect that Robin Baker 
exaggerates, or attaches too much importance to, the role of pre-migratory juvenile 
wandering. In this, perhaps he has been too much influenced by his interest in the Lesser 
Black-backed Gull and the Sand Martin. I do not think that there is much comparable 
evidence for the typical long-haul passerine night-migrant's. 

This reasonably-priced book takes us nearer than ever to an understanding of how birds find 
their way. If you are intrigued by bird migration, do read it. It cannot fail to stimulate you. 

ROBERT SPENCER 
Bird Island: pictures from a shoal of sand. By Lars Jonsson. Groom 
Helm, London, 1984. 96 pages; over 60 colour illustrations. £16.95. 
During the last few years, Lars Jonsson has had quite an impact on the bird world. His series of 
five field guides to European birds, which first appeared in his native Sweden, have been 
enthusiastically received in this country and worldwide. His reputation as an artist is now-
international, and his work in the field of bird identification has gained him considerable 
respect from the ornithological establishment and birdwatchers alike. Indeed, I believe he has 
set new standards in bird illustration. 

'Bird Island' strikes a different note. It is essentially a series of personal impressions 
resulting from two months' observations in the summer of 1981. His island is an ephemeral 
thing—a 'shoal of sand' rising from the sea off the coast of Sweden for a few brief summer 
months. During its 'life', it provides a home for breeding terns, plovers, Avocets and 
Oystercatchers, and feeding and resting places for many other birds. Watching the pattern of 
life in this small community, Lars Jonsson became inspired by the whole essence ol'the place. 
Indeed, he confesses 'it took on almost religious values for me!' His emotional involvement is 
evident in his writing, which in the earlier chapters 1 found flowery and rather difficult to take. 
As I read on, however, I found that my initial reservations were largely lost: maybe I too was 
becoming 'bewitched'—-under the spell of this little place and its birds. 

But this is essentially a book of pictures, pencil and watercoiour sketches, large, evocative 
and full of life. I came to this book a confirmed fan, and I remain so. The character of most of 
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the drawings is more free and washy than his more familiar illustrative style, but this suits the 
mood of the book well. His facility for capturing the 'jizz' of his birds is to be envied: his 
portrayal of the quintessential Ringed Plover fills me with admiration. There is always light in 
his pictures, whether it is the pinkish back-lighting on the water's edge where the birds feed at 
dusk, or the hot white haze rising from the surface of the sand in thejuly day, making the birds 
look ethereal and ghostly. If you half shut your eyes, you can feel the hea t . . . 

It is sadly rare that such sensitivity, perceptiveness of form, and dazzling ability to draw are 
combined in one person. There is no doubt in my mind that Larsjonsson is already one of the 
'greats' of bird art, and his career still stretches ahead of him. This is a large-lbrmat book, 
attractively designed and presented. Many of the pictures are, to my mind, reproduced a little 
too large to be easy on the eye in book form: I found myself holding the book at arm's length, or 
standing back, in order to appreciate some oi" the paintings. Several of those occupying 
double-page spreads have birds crossing the gutter, splitting them in half, and very much 
detracting from one's enjoyment of the picture. But this is a minor irritation in a book of 
considerable charm and a great deal of soul. HILARY BURN 

Ocean Birds: their breeding, biology and behaviour. By Lars 
Lofgren. Croorn Helm, Beckenham, 1984. 240 pages; 4 watercolour 
paintings; 200 colour photographs; numerous line-drawings. £16.95, 
This is an extremely attractive book. The Pacific Gull in close-up is one of the most impressive 
recent covers I have seen, and the photography inside is even better. Indeed, the selection of 
photographs, all by the author, can rarely have been equalled and never bettered, I 
particularly iiked the flight shots, especially a Leach's Petrel at sea, a close up of'a Franklin's 
Gull, and two frigatebirds chasing a screaming tropicbird. Still my favourite was a Kittiwake 
colony on a Swedish navigation marker. Oh to study such a group of birds nesting from the 
basal stones to the top of the pole! The book is worth the price lor the plates alone. 

The text is divided into eight chapters, covering most aspects of seabirds (and the title is a 
complete misnomer)—evolution, classification, 'properties of seabirds', species, migration, 
ecology, behaviour, and interactions with man. These are illustrated with many maps and 
diagrams, many of which are needlessly complicated. The line-drawings and paintings lose 
out badly to the photos. The author is well read, up-to-date and obviously understands seabird 
ecology and theory. Like some other recent books, sources of material are not given, so that the 
text cannot live up to two of its publicity claims: to be authoritative and an invaluable addition 
to the literature. When will such writers realise the folly in this approach: they get little credit, 
and yet suffer from the published mistakes of others. I think I found some errors—or were 
they? Do Cape Gannets and Guillemots really start breeding when two years old? 1 doubt it; 
still, maybe they do. Have many crowded gannetries remained, as claimed, at the same size for 
decades, despite the enormous increase in the total population? I cannot just accept such 
statements when I see that the Rhinoceros Aukiet is classified with the smaller auklets, and not 
with the puffins where it undoubtedly belongs. I want to check interesting possibilities, but 
without a lead reference. I cannot. In general, however, the standard of accuracy is 
commendabiy high. 

In places the text is awkward and hideous jargon appears. For instance, 'Given the fact that 
seabirds need land for breeding, their choice of a place can be divided into three stages. The 
first involves selection of an ecological habitat and of some position in an ecosystem during 
breeding. Secondly, a macroscopical location must be found such as an island, steep cliff or 
mountain top.' A more direct approach would have been better. Some difficulties may be a 
result of translation. 11 is a shame that this text was not vetted by a seabird biologist whose first 
language was English. Despite this, the book is a useful addition to my bookshelf. 

M I K E HARRIS 
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