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An Atlas o f the Breeding Birds o f Shropshire. Edited by Peter 
Deans , Jack Sankey, Leo Smith, J o h n Tucker, Chris Whittles & 
Colin Wright. Shropshire Ornithological Society, Shrewsbury, 1992. 204 
pages; 142 line-drawings; 140 maps. Paperback £9.95. 

The Breeding Bird Atlas o f Cheshire and Wirral. By J. P. Guest , D . 
Elphick, J. S. A. Hunter & D . Norman . Cheshire and Wirral Ornitho
logical Society, Macclesfield, 1992. 310 pages; 10 black-and-white plates; 106 
line-drawings; 157 maps. £16.95. 
There has hern a steady flow of local breeding bird atlases published over the past 20 years, but 
it has not often happened that two have been published more or less simultaneously. In this ease, 
both deserve full reviews in British Birds, but, since they refer to adjoining counties, they are here 
combined in a single account. 

The basic details for both surveys and both books are essentially similar. The recording unit for 
both is the standard 2 km X 2 km square (the tetrad), of which there are 870 in Shropshire and 
670 in Cheshire and the Wirral. The Shropshire survey was carried out by 387 observers during 
I he six years 15)85-90; the Cheshire survey by about 350 observers during the seven years 1978-
84, Both surveys were based on presence/absence within each tetrad, with breeding evidence fol
lowing the internationally recommended European Ornithological Atlas Committee categories. 
The results are displayed in the usual way, with three sizes of dots signifying 'possible', 'probable' 
and 'conlirmed' breeding, and both books include alongside each species map the numbers of 
records in each of these three categories. The Cheshire maps are rather larger (full-page width), 
but the Shropshire maps are no less clear, with the dots shown in red against the black 10-km 
grid. 

Both books provide excellent background information, and have obviously been very well 
thought out by their organising/editorial committees. Cheshire and Whral for instance, has maps 
showing the county boundaries in the region before and after the administrative changes which 
took place on 1st April 1974. For the reader living outside the area, it is especially helpful to have 
a series of good black-and-white photographs of a range of habitats. Shropshire, on the other hand, 
has produced useful 'habitat maps', using the presence of typical birds of, for instance, 'open 
moorland' or 'woodland'. There are excellent explanations of mapping methods, data collection, 
how population estimates were made, and so on. Standard methods of display and presentation of 
results is followed, but without applying these rigidly when it is sensible to do otherwise. For 
instance, Shropshire includes maps for Quail Columix coturnk with all the 1985-90 records, but also 
excluding those lor 1989 which was a 'Quail year'. 

Following what has almost become a tradition in such atlases, Shropshire includes a heading line-
drawing for every species, alongside its map and statistics. Cheshire and Wirral, on the other hand, 
includes a scattering of sucli drawings, but not one for every species. 

With literally tens of thousands of records to be sorted, checked and plotted, the production of 
atlases, even for single counties such as these, is a gigantic task. Publication usually cannot be hur
ried. Cheshire and Wirral has perhaps taken rather longer than usual to reach publication (eight 
years), whereas the Shropshire account has been speedier than usual (only two years) but does not 
give any evidence of the quality suffering as a result. The Cheshire and Wirral texts are extremely 
readable, with much reference back to past surveys, censuses and the county literature. When dig
ging into the text, I almost invariably became 'hooked', reading far beyond the single point which 
I had originally intended to refer to. Similarly with Shropshire, there were numerous interesting 
points, such as the colonisation by Oystercatchers Haematopus ostrakgm and the proportions of the 
three common owls (Barn Owls Tyto alba in 30% of tetrads, l i t t le Owls Athene nodua in 6 7 % and 
Tawny Owl Strix aluco in 75%— the comparable Cheshire and Wirral figures being 12%, 56% and 
67%). The woodpecker information is equally interesting, the Shropshire figures being Lesser 
Spotted Dendrocopos minor 25%, Green Picus viridis 5 6 % and Great Spotted D. major 8 3 % , and the 
comparable Cheshire and Wirral percentages being 37%, 3 5 % and 75%. Both counties have shown 
increases in numbers and range of several species, such as Nuthatch Sitia europaea. I could go on 
and on, detailing points of similarity or difference between these two adjoining counties. 
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The enormous amount ol" work put in by the observers and the organisers of these two surveys 
is reflected fully in these two excellent books, one a paperback, the other a hardback, but both 
very well worth purchasing if you have any interest in the distribution of Britain's breeding birds, 
especially those in that interesting corner of northwest England bordering on Wales. Congratula
tions to all concerned! J . T. R. SHARROCK 

British Larks, Pipits and Wagtails . By Eric S i m m s . HarperCollins, 
London, 1992. 320 pages; 4 colour plates by Norman Arlott; 55 black-and-
white plates; 34 line-drawings; 40 maps. Paperback £14.99. 
The first chapter, The Family Tree, gives a brief introduction to the characteristics and classifica
tion of the genera in the families AJaudidae and Motacillidae. The second and seventh chapters 
are introductions to the morphology and biology of the larks and of the pipits and wagtails, 
respectively. The species accounts make up the bulk of the book. These cover identification, 
vocalisations, distribution, habitat, breeding biology, and so on. For the species which are 
common in Britain, these accounts span some 10-20 pages; for the rarer ones, the texts arc rather 
short. Migration and movements are dealt with in a separate chapter at the end. 

The texts are a wealth of information, and the author has obviously gone through the literature 
thoroughly, as reflected by the extensive bibliography (although he has missed some important 
papers on identification and taxonomy). The lack of headings in the texts, however, makes them 
somewhat inaccessible if one is looking for something specific. The style of writing is very free, 
and the author frequently refers to his personal observations, as well as quoting famous poets. 

This is not an identification handbook, and the author is obviously more interested in various 
aspects of the biology- of these birds than in their identification. Consequently, the identification 
texts are rather brief and not very authoritative. 

For someone with a general interest in these fascinating birds, this book is much recommended. 
Pi;R Al,STROM 
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