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If you have ever wondered what
‘copiously illustrated’ implies, take
a look through Stephen Moss’s
book. At least half of each of the
160 pages is devoted to illustrations
(either photographs or artwork),
all of them useful, and those
painted by David Daly in particular
are an absolute pleasure to look at.
Roughly half the book is devoted
to brief synopses of aspects of bird
behaviour, ranging from flight and
feeding, through migration and
distribution, to day-to-day physi-
ology. The remainder looks at birds
in systematic groupings and aims

shaped eggs, aspects which are
really exclusive to the latter, while
Common Ravens Corvus corax are
‘confined to upland areas’. But
these are niggles.

Stephen Moss’s text style is fast-
moving and readable, and, as the
blurb says, jargon-free. But jargon,
unless overused, is a necessary
component of any text bearing on
science, and the enjoyment and
understanding of bird behaviour is
essentially science-based. At best,
the reader still has the ‘jargon
problem’ ahead. Though the selec-
tion of topics and examples is
clearly personal, what shines
through this book is Stephen
Moss’s enthusiasm for birds and
communicating to others about
them. The jacket states that this is
‘foundation reading for novice
birdwatchers’. It is exactly and
admirably that, and it is excellent
value as well.

Jim Flegg

to highlight the use of aspects of
their behaviour to facilitate identi-
fication.

If you can cover bird behaviour
understandably in 160 pages,
roughly half of which are devoted
to illustrations, you are doing really
well. There are inevitably some
problems – for example, bird
migration is covered in eight pages,
while The Migration Atlas uses 880
to explore both our knowledge and
lack of it on this topic. Likewise, in
three separate places we are told
that cormorants and shags (Pha-
lacrocoracidae) do not have water-
proof plumage and must stand,
wings akimbo, to dry – but without
explanation or comment on the
problems that this might (or, as it
happens, might not, since it lowers
energy consumption when sub-
merging) create for a waterbird.
Elsewhere, Razorbills Alca torda are
lumped with Common Guillemots
Uria aalge as nesting on open cliff-
ledges and laying roll-proof, pear-
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Here we have another addition to
the list of books designed to help
you seek out, and get to, potentially
rewarding birdwatching sites. This
book covers over 300 of the ‘most
interesting and popular sites in
Britain and Ireland’, and the
impression I have is that the author
made his selection from personal
experience – which is no bad thing.
There are over 30 sites for each of
southwest England, East Anglia,
southeast England, and northern
England, and 24 for the Midlands.
Scotland gets deservedly good cov-
erage, with 15 sites in Shetland, 16
in Orkney, and 56 in the rest of
Scotland; with a further 23 loca-
tions in Wales and 38 in Ireland.

Considered to be of particular
importance, 20 sites are given
special prominence, being spread
over two pages, with a map. Conse-
quently, the Isles of Scilly are given
the two-page treatment, with eight
other Cornish sites compressed
into just two and a half pages.
Curiously, Minsmere is given just

over half a page, yet nearby Wal-
berswick is given expanded cov-
erage with two pages. Each of the
sites is given a brief introduction,
followed by a list of key birds,
access instructions and facilities

available. In particular, these
include details for the disabled
birder. Where appropriate,
mention is also made of rare but-
terflies and mammals that might
be encountered.

The book seems to be aimed
primarily at beginners (despite the
publishers claim that it is a book
for all levels); for example, the
glossary explains what is meant by
‘auk’ and ‘wild swan’, and there are
guidelines on how to read a map
reference. Nonetheless, despite my
nearly 40 years of birding in
Britain, there was still much new
for me here. As we might expect
from the author, the spacious
layout is beautifully enhanced by
some evocative shots of both birds
and habitats, nearly all his. But I
was left with the feeling that this
book is more likely to find a home
on the bookshelf or coffee table,
rather than in the back of the car
along with all the other usual
clutter.

Barry Nightingale
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Hardback, £14.99.
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How Norway’s twitchers must
regret their forebears’ decision to
relinquish control of these islands
– the Shetland bird list now
approaches that of their entire
country. Shortly after sovereignty
returned to Scotland, the king’s fal-
coner visited Shetland in 1518 to
obtain Peregrine Falcons Falco
peregrinus. This was duly recorded,
and Shetland’s bird list was up and
running. Some 480 years and 430
species later, the culmination of the
many thousands of bird records

birds into context. Another chapter
deals with the many birdwatchers
who have advanced ornithology in
these islands. Remarkably thor-
ough, it lists the many eminent sci-
entists who have visited Shetland as
well as the local crofters and fish-
ermen, and gives details of their
contributions. While it would have
merited being published as a sepa-
rate entity, it is not out of place
here.

The systematic list inevitably
makes up the vast bulk of this
book. Where relevant, the species
accounts are divided into sections
which deal with historical records,
recent status (both breeding and
non-breeding), and distribution
and movements. Shetland’s
seabirds, nearly all of which are of
national or international impor-
tance, have been and continue to
be the subject of much intensive
study and this is well reflected in
the species accounts. The colonisa-
tion of the islands by Fulmars Ful-

and detailed studies of various
species has resulted in this
extremely thorough account of
Shetland’s birds.

The book opens with a geo-
graphical overview of Shetland,
followed by further chapters on the
human impact, breeding birds,
wintering birds and migration.
Nicely written and mercifully brief,
these chapters do paint pictures of
Shetland which help to put the

The forerunner of this book was
published in 1952, as BTO Field
Guide No. 3 by Edwin Cohen and
Bruce Campbell, and cost two
shillings and sixpence! This fifth
incarnation is quite different in
both content and appearance,
being nicely illustrated in colour
on almost every page.

After a preface by Graham
Evans, of co-sponsors Jacobi Jayne
& Co., comes an introduction by
David Glue. This outlines the aims
of the book and the reason why the
provision of nestboxes has become
so necessary to hole-nesting
species. It explains what makes a
good nestbox, and also points out
the types of box to be avoided, par-
ticularly those combined bird table
+ nestbox creations so loved by
garden centres!

The main text begins with
general details of construction,
siting and (just as important)
annual maintenance of nestboxes.
This section is entirely practical,
and I would be surprised if there is
anyone, no matter how long they
have been using nestboxes, who
will not learn something new from
it. Next comes a section on the
value of making observations on
the breeding attempts of species
using the box, and of making con-
tributions to the BTO’s Nest
Record Scheme.

The main part of the book con-
sists of detailed nestbox design for
those species nesting in proximity
to humans. Thus we have small-,
medium- and large-hole nestboxes
(for tits Parus and sparrows Passer,
Common Starlings Sturnus
vulgaris, Tawny Owls Strix aluco,
etc.); small and large open-fronted
boxes (for Wren Troglodytes
troglodytes, Robin Erithacus
rubecula, Spotted Flycatcher Musci-
capa striata, wagtails Motacilla
and Common Kestrel Falco tinnun-
culus); and finally types suitable for
Barn Swallows Hirundo rustica and

House Martins Delichon urbicum.
For each of these there are
exploded diagrams of construc-
tion, and often of alternative
designs. For each species, details of
its distribution, status, nest con-
struction, eggs and breeding cycle
are given. For declining species,
population indices from the
Common Birds Census/Breeding
Bird Survey are also given.

In an appendix, all species
which may use artificial sites are
listed, together with the most
appropriate nesting aid. The only
misprint I noticed was in this
section, where Grey Wagtail M.
cinerea is listed as using small hole-
entrance boxes, where surely small
open-fronted was intended.

This book should be on the
bookshelves of every school and of
every bird lover with a garden,
however small, and it should be
USED! Despite the author’s dis-
claimer to the contrary, it will
surely be the definitive work on the
subject for a long time to come.

David Warden

THE BTO NESTBOX GUIDE

By Chris du Feu. BTO,
Thetford, 2003. 78 pages;

colour photographs,
diagrams and tables.
ISBN 1-902576-81-0.

Paperback, £7.99.
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marus glacialis and Great Skuas
Stercorarius skua makes fascinating
reading, as does the recent decline
in breeding Kittiwakes Rissa tri-
dactyla. In contrast, other groups
of breeding birds have been less
well studied. Perhaps surprisingly,
there appears to be relatively little
known about the two endemic
subspecies of Wren; Troglodytes
troglodytes zetlandicus merits just a
couple of paragraphs, while the
Fair Isle Wren, T. t. fridariensis, is
covered in a few lines.

The huge number of rare and
scarce migrants which make up
such a large part of the Shetland
list has drawn many a visiting
birder to these islands, and Fair Isle
in particular. From the days of
Eagle Clark through to the present,
Shetland has led the world in the
study of bird migration, a fact
apparent throughout the book.
These species accounts are fortu-

scatter of small black-and-white
photographs. Gordon Barnes with
the 1970 Great Bustard Otis tarda,
the specimen of the 1936 Ross’s
Gull Rhodostethia rosea, ground-
nesting Long-eared Owls Asio otus
and the last British White-tailed
Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla, an
albino, are all great. These illumi-
nate the text, and more of these
would have been welcome.

With nearly a century and a
half of dedicated fieldwork in Shet-
land between them, the seven
authors are extremely well quali-
fied to have written this book. They
should be congratulated for
bringing that same dedication to
the onerous task of summarising
so succinctly the vast amount of
knowledge of Shetland’s birds into
this truly impressive county avi-
fauna.

Richard Schofield

nately more than just a list of dates
and places. While the attention to
detail notable throughout the book
is in evidence here, it is not
without the anecdotal, which helps
lift a text from the merely informa-
tive to the interesting. The price of
Woodcock Scolopax rusticola shot
on Fair Isle, and the accounts of
the finding of the 1990 Pallas’s
Sandgrouse Syrrhaptes paradoxus,
the 1983 Hawk Owl Surnia ulula,
the 1925 Pechora Pipit Anthus
gustavi and both American Robins
Turdus migratorius all add value.

The colour photographs are,
sadly, grouped together at the start.
It would have been nicer to have
seen them in the species accounts.
Quite a few have been published
previously and the reproduction of
some of these could have been
better. Scattered throughout the
text, the vignettes did nothing for
me, but I did enjoy the similar
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In the Book of Genesis, Noah sends
forth a raven, which, after flying to
and fro for a while, then disap-
pears. This is one of the earliest of
countless references to members of
the crow family (Corvidae) in reli-
gion, folklore, art, literature and
popular culture – many of which
are included in this delightful and
fascinating book. Like so many
stories about crows, this story is
open to two very different interpre-
tations. Did the fact that the raven
failed to return to the Ark signify
that land was close, or was it a
dereliction of duty, as later scholars
generally believed? This question –
whether crows are good, evil, or
morally ambiguous – runs like a
thread throughout the narrative,
and provides much food for
thought.

Birdwatchers too are ambiva-
lent about crows. We often ignore
them, for they are common, wide-

spread and easy to see – rarely pre-
senting the same challenge as, say,
warblers or seabirds. But if we set
our prejudices aside, and spend
some time watching them and
learning about their behaviour,
there is no doubt that crows are
among the most intelligent and
fascinating of birds. Our ancestors
certainly thought so. In chapters
ranging from pre-Biblical
Mesopotamia to the present day,
Boria Sax writes about everything
from medieval warfare to the
origin of terms such as ‘crow’s nest’
to describe the ship’s lookout. He
includes many literary and artistic
references: familiar examples, such
as Poe’s Raven and Ted Hughes’s
poetry; and less familiar ones, such

as the paintings of Gauguin and
Picasso, or the iconography of the
scarecrow in the film The Wizard of
Oz.

Do not be put off by the broad
cultural and historical subject
matter of this book; Sax writes in a
remarkably clear and fluent style,
guiding the reader through unfa-
miliar material with ease. Even the
racist appropriation of crows by
the Nazis and segregationist white
Americans is covered – I for one
was unaware of the Nazi party
background of post-war ethologist
Konrad Lorenz, which is reflected
in his interpretation of Western
Jackdaw Corvus monedula behav-
iour in King Solomon’s Ring.

I could go on quoting examples
until I run out of space; instead, I
suggest that you track down this
unusual little book and its com-
panion volumes on such diverse
creatures as the Tortoise and the
Cockroach. I warmly congratulate
the author and publishers on a
novel and refreshing approach to
the place of wild creatures in
human culture and history, which
deserves a wide readership.

Stephen Moss

CROW

By Boria Sax. Reaktion Books,
London, 2003. 184 pages;

95 illustrations, 27 in colour.
ISBN 1-86189-194-6 
Paperback, £12.95.
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There are few natural history
books that can be described as clas-
sics, but Gilbert White’s The
Natural History of Selborne surely
ranks as one of the finest. Since
publication in 1789, it has rarely, if
ever, been out of print and has
appeared in almost 300 editions
and reissues, qualifying it as one of
the most-published books in the
English language. The latest
edition, compiled by Ronald
Davidson-Houston and introduced
by June Chatfield, is an inviting
paperback, beautifully illustrated
with 124 colour plates reproduced
from hand-coloured engravings of
Gilbert White’s contemporaries.

The text comprises the letters
written by White to Thomas
Pennant and the Hon. Daines Bar-
rington, two eminent eighteenth-
century naturalists. White was
fascinated by all aspects of natural

history but his letters are particu-
larly rich with information about
the birds around his native Hamp-
shire village of Selborne. He
describes Honey-buzzards Pernis
apivorus nesting on the wooded hill
behind his house, Stone Curlews
Burhinus oedicnemus and Wood
Larks Lullula arborea on the nearby
chalk downland, and Grasshopper
Warblers Locustella naevia singing
in his garden. Regrettably, none of
these species can be found around
the village today but such compar-
isons are one of the features that
make the book so attractive. It is
like opening a birdwatching time
capsule. One is transported back
over 200 years to the English coun-
tryside long before the Common

Agricultural Policy was a gleam in
the bureaucrat’s eye.

The book has been remarkably
influential. James Fisher once
described White as ‘the man who
started us all birdwatching’. This
accolade echoes the words of
Charles Darwin who, having read
the book as a young man, came
away with a much greater apprecia-
tion of wildlife and started making
detailed observations of birds. He
later wrote in his autobiography
that, from reading White’s Sel-
borne…, he wondered ‘why every
gentleman did not become an
ornithologist’.

White illustrated his first
edition with drawings of Selborne
commissioned from the Swiss artist
Samuel Hieronymous Grimm. The
new edition is enlivened by
coloured engravings of birds,
insects, animals and plants by eigh-
teenth century naturalist artists
including Buffon, Donovan and
Pennant. The illustrations help to
lift and modernise the book,
adding to the vividness of White’s
text. The Natural History of Sel-
borne has always been a great book
but, in its latest guise, it is a very
attractive one as well.

John Eyre 

THE ILLUSTRATED
NATURAL HISTORY 

OF SELBORNE

By Gilbert White. Thames &
Hudson, London, 2004.

256 pages; 124 colour plates.
ISBN 0-500-284784.
Paperback, £14.95.

Written ‘to celebrate the achieve-
ments which came from the for-
mation of a small society in 1953’,
the bulk of this book, and the part
best meeting its aim, is a series of
nearly 60 ‘life history’ essays. These
vary in length from a few lines to
five pages each and were written by
an impressively high proportion of

SDOS’s 150 members. Often more
Birds magazine territory than BB,
most readers are nonetheless likely
to find something of interest
among the articles, although not all
relate to the society’s area and Tony
Marr’s From Pagham Harbour to
Denzil Harber was published in this
journal (Brit. Birds 96: 132-134).
The SDOS probably differs little
from other societies of a similar
size and age, and this adds to this
book’s attraction, though in the
‘my first optics’ category the use of
a World War II tank periscope
(‘magnification was brilliant,
everything else was terrible’) is
probably exceptional!

The first third of the book doc-
uments the society’s history (at its
most popular in the early 1970s, it
was nearly disbanded a decade later
and, like many others today, suffers

from an ageing membership), the
Shoreham Sanctuary (a small
copse/ringing reserve) and ringing
in the area (illustrated with many
graphs and tables). A section on
notable bird sightings includes Gyr
Falcon Falco rusticolus and Great
Spotted Cuckoo Clamator glan-
darius but has evident errors and
omissions (e.g. the June 1986
Richard’s Pipit Anthus novaesee-
landiae was actually in January
1956, a 1986 Glossy Ibis Plegadis
falcinellus is not mentioned, while
a Savi’s Warbler Locustella luscin-
ioides in 1989 – found by the
reviewer before collecting wife and
newborn daughter from hospital –
is listed as a Cetti’s Warbler Cettia
cetti).

The book is illustrated
throughout with line-drawings and
photographs, and the Sky Lark

FIFTY YEARS OF
BIRDWATCHING:

MEMORIES AND RECORDS
1953-2003

Edited by Terry Hicks and
Brianne Reeve. Shoreham

District Ornithological Society,
2003. 200 pages; photographs

and line-drawings.
ISBN 0-9546710-01.

Paperback/spiral bound,
£15.00.



Alauda arvensis on the front cover
is superb – one can almost hear it
singing. Some photographs will be
familiar to readers (e.g. Eric
Hosking’s Barn Owl Tyto alba)
while the inclusion of others (Black
Grouse Tetrao tetrix and breeding
Slavonian Grebe Podiceps auritus)
seems inappropriate in a south-
coast publication. Fascinating
sepia-tinted prints of early

observers include the late Chris
Mead exiting an uncomfortably
small looking Mini in 1964 and an
almost unrecognisable Tony Marr
aged 13; but it is a big disappoint-
ment that the book’s few habitat
shots are not of a similar vintage.

The concept is a good one, and
something which societies
approaching a significant anniver-
sary should seriously consider

emulating; but I felt that this
volume was let down slightly by
the fact that not all of the content
is strictly relevant to the SDOS’s
area. It is available from SDOS
Publications, 7 Berberis Court,
Shoreham-by-Sea, West Sussex
BN43 6JA (p&p £2.00).

Richard Fairbank
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In the last ten years there has been
a huge upsurge in interest in
garden birds, which reflects the
increasing importance of this
habitat for a number of species.
With this interest there has come a
plethora of advice on gardening for
birds from ornithological societies,
seed merchants, horticultural and
wildlife experts. This book aims to
provide a month-by-month guide
to attracting birds to your garden.
It is divided into sections dealing
with different sizes of gardens, the
bird calendar, caring for birds, and
a plant and bird directory.

The bird calendar would
perhaps have been better dealt with
on a seasonal basis rather than
month by month, as then there
could have been a wider considera-

tion of the climatic, ornithological
and gardening variations between
regions. In the caring for birds
section, there are useful notes on
feeding, predators and the poten-
tial problems for baby birds. The
nestbox section deals only with
bought boxes and there is little
information about how to make
your own, although readers are
referred to the RSPB website or the
new BTO Nestbox Guide (see
above). Basic details such as the
size of entrance holes for different
species are not discussed.

The plant directory deals with a
range of trees, shrubs and herba-
ceous plants. I am not at all con-
vinced that the more exotic grasses
and shrubs are beloved by our
garden birds other than perhaps
for cover, while some plants which
are – such as willows Salix, beeches
Fagus or oaks Quercus – are
missing from the detailed descrip-
tions. Notes on propagation would
have been useful as most bird gar-
deners that I know enjoy obtaining
plants for free.

The bird identification section
misses out species such as Lesser

Black-backed Larus fuscus and
Herring Gulls L. argentatus
(although they are mentioned in
the text in other sections) but
includes rarer garden birds such as
Green Woodpecker Picus viridis
and Hawfinch Coccothraustes coc-
cothraustes. The illustrations are
adequate but you would be hard
pushed to identify Willow Warbler
Phylloscopus trochilus from
Common Chiffchaff P. collybita
using this guide. The illustrations
generally include females and
juveniles where they have different
plumages and this will greatly help
the new enthusiast, but the inclu-
sion of the North European forms
of Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta
europaea and Long-tailed Tit Aegit-
halos caudatus is unnecessary.
There is a small distribution map
with each species but Shetland,
Scilly and the Channel Islands have
been omitted.

This is decidedly a book for the
beginner in bird gardening, and I
feel that more experienced gar-
deners will gain little from it.

Dave Okill

BIRD-FRIENDLY GARDEN

By Stephen Moss.
HarperCollins, London, 2004.

144 pages; many colour
photographs and illustrations.

ISBN 0-00-716935-3.
Paperback, £9.99.
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