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By any standards this book is a tour
de force and represents a landmark
in bird study. It is simply bursting
with interesting information, and
yet the approach and coverage are
commendably non-trivial. With a
page length of 668 – of which 51
are references, 31 the index, and 10
glossary – no-one can complain at
a lack of rigour. The work, at least
in part, is undeniably written with
a professional ornithological read-
ership in mind. Most of us who
read BB are birders rather than
ornithologists, so does the book
have much to offer BB’s regular
readership? The answer is,
undoubtedly, yes. It is lucidly
written, largely free of jargon, and
all you need is what most of us
have: a strong curiosity about all
things avian.

You may not want to throw it in
your rucksack to read in the hide
during periods of bird inactivity
(although its sole availability in
hardback allows for this kind of
mistreatment), but, when com-
bined with a log fire and your
favourite tipple, a whole series of
wonderful winter evenings with
this book are in prospect for the
purchaser. Yes, even those who
cannot easily distinguish dow-
itchers Limnodromus or separate
sand plovers Charadrius will have
hours of pleasure, provided they
have some curiosity about bird
speciation. The book is pleasingly
illustrated with black-and-white
sketches by Keith Brockie, in addi-
tion to a host of useful maps and
informative tables of data.

Ian Newton, who is himself
that rare hybrid of keen birder and

the 26 parallel species, such as
Willow Tit Parus montanus and
Black-capped Chickadee P. atri-
capillus, which occur separately in
Eurasia and North America but are
both related and ecologically
closely equivalent; the amazing site
fidelity displayed by many species
of migratory birds within both
their summer breeding areas and
wintering ones; and the impressive
northerly range expansions (often
with equivalent southerly range
retractions) which have been a
feature of many bird species not
just in the recent past when global
warming has been on everyone’s
mind, but also, for many species,
during the early part of the twen-
tieth century.

In summary, I have little but
great enthusiasm for this book. I
suppose that it would have been
good to see greater detail about the
methodology and potential contri-
bution of DNA technology to avian
taxonomy, but that would have
made the volume even larger and
weightier. As it stands, it represents
a major synthesis, analysis, and up-
to-date presentation of a fasci-
nating topic. You will easily
convince yourself that purchasing
this book will be money well spent,
and that ownership is essential to
anyone who is serious about birds
and birdwatching.

Norman Maclean

top-flight ornithologist, has subdi-
vided this monograph into six sec-
tions: evolution and diversity of
birds; major distribution patterns;
effects of past climate change; limi-
tations of species distribution; bird
movements; and, finally, a con-
cluding section. The particular
strength and appeal of the book
stem from the fact that the author
has a global knowledge of birds,
and so from the outset the reader is
invited to consider complex topics
such as the forces that drive specia-
tion, species population spread, or
species extinction, on a breathtak-
ingly broad canvas both in histor-
ical and geographical terms. The
book has also come on the market
at an opportune time, when molec-
ular DNA-based methods are
informing our understanding of
species and speciation in new ways,
and sometimes, as with the classifi-
cation of the Galapagos ground
finches Geospiza, revealing the
errors of past conclusions.

Since I am not a professional
ornithologist, there is a host of
detail here which I cannot readily
evaluate. Nevertheless, as someone
who knows something about
genetics, as well as being a rather
average birder of long standing, I
cannot easily fault the book. I was
astonished to discover that 9% of
all bird species have been found to
hybridise, at least on occasion;
interested to learn that bird species
which do not widely overlap tend
to narrow and subdivide their
respective choices of habitat and
food in those areas where they do
overlap; and consoled to find that I
was not alone in thinking (erro-
neously, as it turns out) that Aus-
tralian Gerygone warblers were
related to Sylviid warblers of
Eurasia and Parulid warblers of
North America. Other points that
are brought to the reader’s atten-
tion are, for example, the astonish-
ingly close convergent evolution
between the Little Auk Alle alle of
the North Atlantic and the Magel-
lanic Diving Petrel Pelecanoides
magellani of the Southern Ocean;
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Biography is not a common genre
among bird books; but then bird-
watchers do not commonly win
Nobel Prizes for their work. Niko
Tinbergen was a dedicated natur-
alist with an insatiable curiosity,
and the founding father of the
study of animal behaviour, then
called ethology. He shared the
highest of scientific honours with
the more popularly known Konrad
Lorenz, who was a lifelong friend,
and Karl von Frisch (of dancing
honeybee fame).

Tinbergen was not an academic
star in his youth. He spent too
much time birdwatching in the
Dutch dunes for that, but he devel-
oped outstanding field skills and an
interest in all creatures. He spent a
year in Greenland, where he stayed
with an Inuit shaman and came
back with a strongly utilitarian view
of wildlife. Animals were machines

brother also won a Nobel Prize,
ironically for development of
econometrics, a new quantitative
approach to economics. The two
were never close and Niko never
saw the importance of quantifica-
tion. We now know that many of
his experiments were unrepeatable
and in some cases the conclusions
were incorrect. But this does not
matter. It was his approach, com-
bining sharp observation in the
field and simple experiment to test
ideas, which inspired the growth of
a new frontier.

Tinbergen was a humble and
charming man. He attracted around
himself a dynamic group of students
and uninhibited intellectual debate
at a time when professors were often
superior and distant. His group of
students grew an astonishing roster
of talent. They included Richard
Dawkins, John Krebs, Desmond
Morris and other big names too
numerous to list. Tinbergen’s legacy
was a seminal contribution to the
great flowering of the subject now
known as behavioural ecology.

Niko’s Nature is an extremely
good read. The history of his life
and science is fascinating in its own
right but the deeper interest is the
degree to which many of its
insights are timeless.

Colin Bibby

whose behaviour originated as if
from a programmed black box and
the scientist’s challenge was to
interpret the code without
becoming confused by emotional
involvement. Lorenz lived with and
studied a menagerie of tame
animals. Leading animal psycholo-
gists of the day studied zoo animals
or laboratory rats and pigeons set
artificial tasks in cages and mazes.
To Tinbergen, animals were wild
creatures that lived in the field and
were to be studied by critical obser-
vation and simple experiment.

Tinbergen was an excellent
communicator. He had a clear and
simple style of writing, in marked
contrast to that of many of his
peers. He believed that if you could
not express yourself clearly and
simply then you probably did not
yourself understand what you were
talking about. He was also an
enthusiastic populariser, writing
articles and books as well as making
films – one of which, though now
dated, sits in the pantheon of great
natural history films.

A hallmark of Tinbergen’s work
is clear and simple experiment in
the field, such as presenting birds
with differently sized or coloured
eggs. The work was totally without
numbers. Sample sizes, not usually
stated, could be as low as one with
no control or blinding. His older
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This is a first-class read, charting
the life and times of an extraordi-
nary man. Not for the first time
while reading about a Victorian
explorer-naturalist was I struck by
the sheer fortitude and downright
toughness of the principal char-
acter, to say nothing of his poor

wife. These days we have it easy by
comparison. From humble begin-
nings, John Gould rose to a posi-
tion of unparalleled prominence in
Victorian ornithology, his life’s
work as a producer of great bird
books eclipsing his work in the
field. Most of us will have at least a
fleeting awareness of these ground-
breaking and lavishly illustrated
works, of which his seven-volume
Birds of Australia is perhaps the
best of all. If you are a book col-
lector, take a deep breath… a com-
plete set of his works could set you
back a cool half a million sterling!

It is impossible not to be greatly
impressed by Gould’s contribution
to ornithology – but it is less easy
to admire him as a man. He comes
across as driven by an obsessive

ambition to be accepted both in
society and as a scientist, and as a
selfish and ruthless man who rode
roughshod over his associates and
helpers to achieve his ends.
Although he will forever be per-
sonally associated with great bird
art, he himself was a poor
draughtsman: his hugely skilled
but largely unsung contributing
artists are the real heroes of his
greatest works, not least his long-
suffering wife Elizabeth and the
much put-upon Edward Lear.
Nevertheless, Gould’s story is a big
chapter in the whole history of
men and birds and is worthy of
your attention.

Mike Everett
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When I saw Klaas’s Cuckoo
Chrysococcyx klaas and Levaillant’s
Cuckoo Clamator levaillantii
within a few miles of one another
in Sierra Leone, I knew nothing of
the connection between them. It
turns out that Klaas was the Hot-
tentot servant of the explorer, trav-
eller and naturalist Francois Le
Vaillant, and was evidently the
finder of the bird which bears his
name. Nothing more is known of
him.

I made this discovery while
browsing through this excellent

little book. I then went on to read
about Le Vaillant (the authors seem
to be in some doubt as to the
correct spelling of his surname),
who collected in Cape Province in
what is now South Africa (and gave
his name to half a dozen birds) and
wrote the classic Histoire Naturelle
des Oiseaux d’Afrique. That entry
led me on to the great French artist
Jacques Barraband, who illustrated
the work (and who had also been
commissioned as a wildlife artist
by none other than Napoleon
Bonaparte), and then to the cele-
brated Dutch ornithologist Coen-
raad Jacob Temminck, of stint
Calidris and courser Cursorius
fame, who categorised and studied
Le Vaillant’s African specimens.

Looking at this book is like
that. You find you cannot put it
down, and that one reference leads
to another, and another, and so on.
A five-minute browse can so easily
lead to a fascinating hour meeting
a remarkably diverse assemblage of
men and women and gleaning all
sorts of information. The idea of a

book telling us all about those for
whom birds are named is not new,
of course, and most of us will at
once look for comparisons with the
well-known works of Barbara and
Richard Mearns (Biographies for
Birdwatchers and The Bird Collec-
tors), and ask the question ‘Is this
new volume really necessary?’

I think the answer is yes,
because the authors have cast their
net worldwide and have succeeded
in dealing with 1,124 individuals
and their associated 2,235 bird
species within a single book. If I
have one criticism, it is that the
biographies vary so hugely in
length and detail, sometimes being
inexplicably and even frustratingly
brief, which makes me long for the
more substantial essays of the
Mearns team. But that is a small
point. All in all, I have to congratu-
late Bo and Michael on a job well
done. My copy of Whose Bird is
going to be very well thumbed…

Mike Everett
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One might think that the densely
populated counties of southeast
England had few worthwhile places
to watch birds. This book, first
published in 1987, dispels any such
notion. It has detailed accounts of
12 main sites in Kent, 14 in Surrey
and 17 in Sussex as well as brief
notes on a further 40 locations.
The main sites include all those
one would expect (e.g. Dungeness,
Pagham Harbour, the Isle of
Sheppey, Staines Reservoir and
Stodmarsh), as well as new devel-
opments and recent ‘discoveries’
(e.g. The Wetland Centre at Barnes,

Bockhill Farm). Accounts vary
from three to 16 pages per site and
have sections on habitat, species,
timing, access (including by public
transport and for those with dis-
abilities), a calendar and at least
one map. The maps are a big
improvement on those of previous
editions and although many
remain small-scale they all refer to
the relevant, more detailed,
Ordnance Survey Explorer
(1:25,000) sheet.

A systematic list has notes on
each species’ current status with
some site references, although
those for Lesser Spotted Wood-
pecker Dendrocopos minor have
gone awry. The area’s most recent
additions (Pallid Harrier Circus
macrourus and Lesser Sand Plover
Charadrius mongolus) are included,
as are several distinctive races.
Aimed at, and appropriate for,
birdwatchers at any level, the glos-
sary unnecessarily spells out what
RSPB and EU stand for: all readers
should belong to the former even if

some might prefer not to be a part
of the latter! There are no author
biographies, although the authors
will be well known to many in their
respective counties. Paul James,
editor of the latest Sussex county
avifauna and bird reports, was the
ideal choice to take over from
David Burges and has done so
seamlessly. The other authors have
been involved from the outset.

Few typos (including an
amusing East Grimstead on page
187), the high standard of produc-
tion and attractive line-drawings
make this a nice book to browse
and it is also highly readable and
packed full of up-to-date informa-
tion. Residents or regular visitors
will find it a useful, and reasonably
priced, acquisition that may spend
more time in a glove-compartment
or rucksack than on a bookshelf.
Those owning an earlier edition
should seriously consider an
upgrade.

Richard Fairbank
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