
Anyone with an interest in West
African birds will want to own this
book. We have been waiting for
some considerable time for
someone to produce a modern
guide to West African birds, so Nik
Borrow and Ron Demey are to be
congratulated for completing the
task admirably. The geographical
scope is wide, extending from the
Cape Verde Islands and Mauritania
in the west to Chad, CAR and
Congo-Brazzaville in the east. A
total of 1,285 species is described
and all but the very similar indigo-
birds Vidua are illustrated.

Inevitably, with such an ambi-
tious book, it is large, and is more
likely to be carried in a small ruck-
sack than in a pocket. It would
have been easier to use if it had
been divided into two volumes so
that two people walking together
could carry one volume each (a
much-valued feature of its prede-
cessor, Birds of West Central and
Western Africa, by Mackworth-
Praed & Grant). Hopefully, a
pocket version will be planned so
that Gérard Morel’s confusing
English names will finally be con-
signed to history.

The book is laid out well, with a
rather useful introduction occu-
pying 20 pages. This is followed by
296 pages of coloured plates and
associated brief notes. The species
accounts then occupy 454 pages,
each with a coloured distribution
map. There are an excellent 20
pages of references, and 32 pages of
indexes (in Latin, French and
English).

Taxonomic treatment is often
contentious nowadays. In this case,

these island forms in a major book
such as this might have provided
some focus for their conservation.
It is to be hoped that they will still
be extant when the second edition
is published.

The term ‘vagrant’ is often
overused, particularly in the case of
a species like Aquatic Warbler Acro-
cephalus paludicola where its life
history and intra-African move-
ments are largely unknown. Gener-
ally, however, the distribution maps
are first-class and reflect accurately
the current state of knowledge. The
health warning on page 13, which
advises caution when using the
maps, is well written, but I wonder
if it should have been given greater
prominence, as so much remains to
be discovered.

A book like this, with limited
space, is unlikely to be able to
describe the migration of birds
well. It is unfortunate, though, that
for some species the dates of arrival
in autumn are stated to be later
than is actually the case.

Any criticisms of the book are,
however, minor. It is a splendid
achievement for which both
authors and publishers should be
justly proud. I would urge
everyone to buy a copy and, for
those who have the opportunity, to
use it in Africa to increase knowl-
edge of West African birds.

Stephen Rumsey

the taxonomic treatment tends to
be relatively old-fashioned, partic-
ularly with regard to Palearctic
migrants. So the now universally
recognised Iberian Chiffchaff Phyl-
loscopus brehmii is only mentioned
briefly, without reference to its dis-
tinctive call. This is significant
because it appears that the entire
population may winter in West
Africa. More help could be given
with differentiating Olivaceous
Warblers Hippolais pallida of the
races opaca and reiseri, most likely
different species, which occur
together in Senegal and The
Gambia. No mention is made of
the similarity of older adult male
Pied Flycatchers Ficedula hypoleuca
of the race speculigera (another
probable species) to Collared Fly-
catcher F. albicollis. When consid-
ering sub-Saharan records of Black
Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros, it
would have been helpful to
mention the possibility of hybrids
with Common Redstart P. phoeni-
curus. On the other hand, the treat-
ment of the indigobirds is up to
date, with eight species recognised
from the region.

While no one should advocate
taxonomic splits just to increase
opportunities for listers, it does
seem to be the case that many
closely related species have histori-
cally been overlooked and they
tend to present difficult identifica-
tion problems. These newly recog-
nised species offer significant
opportunities for observers to
make a real contribution to the
fund of knowledge. These are,
however, quite minor issues when
compared with the birds of the
Cape Verde Islands. Hazevoet, in
his BOU checklist, argued what
seemed to me to be a convincing
case for treating many of the small
and distinctive populations of
birds from those islands as separate
species. As the first regional work
for several decades that includes
the Cape Verde Islands, it is a pity
that Borrow & Demey did not feel
able to embrace Hazevoet’s pro-
posals in this book. Recognition of
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Most birding site guides deal with a
distinct geopolitical region. This
book has a different approach, cov-
ering 33 metropolitan areas widely
scattered across North America.
The introduction states that the
guide is designed to help both
those birders who have a few hours
to spare while visiting a city for
other reasons (e.g. a business trip),
and those planning to spend
several days birding around a met-
ropolitan area. Each chapter

includes useful introductory mat-
erial on topics such as transport,
climate, safety, and bird occurrence
by season, and then details many of
the best birding sites around each
city, illustrated with several maps.

Plenty of great sites in or close
to cities are covered thoroughly in
this guide. Having spent time
birding in nearly half the areas
dealt with, I found great inconsis-
tency in the treatment of key sites
that could be visited in a day or
overnight. For example, Point
Reyes receives only one sentence in
the San Francisco chapter, even
though it is undoubtedly the
premier day-trip destination for
most birders visiting the area (and
it is no farther from the city than
some other sites which that chapter
describes in detail). In other cases,
the distances that birders would be
willing to drive for such trips were
probably underestimated.

Overall, this guide serves the
first of its target groups much
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For a species which has been breeding in England for over
300 years, surprisingly little research has been carried out
on the Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiacus, and only a
very small number of papers have appeared. Bryan Sage’s
booklet is an ‘Occasional Publication’ of The Norfolk and
Norwich Naturalists’ Society, a series which has provided
a forum for the results of their Wildlife 2000 project.

The booklet details the results of fieldwork carried out
by the author between 1986 and 1997 at Holkham. As well
as colour photographs, it includes a series of tables and
diagrams, all of which enhance the text. The comprehen-
sive bibliography covers all the major references to
Egyptian Geese, based on the limited studies that have
been carried out in England, as well as some papers from
abroad.

I found the text to be highly readable (despite a disap-
pointing number of typos) and most informative, con-
taining, as it does, the most comprehensive information to
date on a breeding population of the Egyptian Goose in
Britain. I was particularly interested to learn why this
species has not spread to the same extent as Canada Goose
Branta canadensis. At £1.50, it represents excellent value.

Moss Taylor

More raptors are kept, both by individuals and fal-
conry centres, than ever before, and great
advances have been made in the diagnosis and
treatment of their diseases. This book covers the
history of raptor medicine, nomenclature,
anatomy, and infectious and non-infectious dis-
eases, as well as the law as it relates to raptors. On
the practical side it deals with diagnosis, treat-
ment, anaesthesia and surgery. While primarily
intended for the veterinary surgeon and raptor-
keeper, two chapters are of more general interest.
That on poisoning of wild raptors is relevant to
the current reintroduction programmes for
White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla, Red Kite
Milvis milvus and Osprey Pandion haliaetus, all of
which have suffered mortality by this means,
either deliberate or accidental. The chapter on
disease in wild populations highlights the diffi-
culty in separating the effects of infection from
environmental factors such as food shortage.

This book fulfils the author’s aims, and merits
attention for the serious ornithologist.

David Warden

better than the second. For the
majority of areas covered, birders
with time for a couple of days’
birding would do better to acquire
a good regional site guide, which
will include a greater variety of
sites, and much more status and
distribution information. Only five
of the 33 metropolitan areas
covered (Calgary, Memphis, Mon-
tréal, New Orleans, and Portland)
appear to currently lack treatment
in a region-specific site guide. This
book could, however, be helpful for
those who anticipate visiting
several of the cities in this guide
with minimal time for birding.
Even then, only take photocopies of
the relevant pages with you, as this
guide is quite bulky (more than
500 pages and weighing nearly 
900 g). Two separate books, cov-
ering eastern and western North
America, may have been more
practical for many users.

Jon King
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