
The ultimate goal in British bird-
finding must be the discovery of a
‘First’ for Britain; a feat which
must, one would imagine, become
more and more difficult as the list
of possible new species dwindles
with every discovery. Yet in the
period covered by this new chron-
icle of additions, extending from
March 1980 to the end of 2004,
there are details of 76 (really 71)
additions to the British List in only
a 25-year period. Following on
from Sharrock and Grant’s Birds
New to Britain and Ireland, which
ended with Forster’s Tern Sterna
forsteri in March 1980 and
included no fewer than 83 firsts in
a 35-year period, this volume sug-
gests that the boundaries of
vagrancy are expanding and the
amazing ability of birds to cover
enormous distances during their
migrations is still poorly under-
stood.

This volume contains accounts
of all the accepted additions to the
British List within this period,
having cleared the hurdles set by
both BBRC and BOURC. Some
species not yet accepted onto the
British List, including the October
2004 Chestnut-eared Bunting
Emberiza fucata and Rufous-tailed
Robin Luscinia sibilans double
whammy from Fair Isle, are
included to make the book as up to
date and appealing as possible to the
modern-day, instant-access birder. It
is surprising just how many of these
British ‘firsts’ were initially found by
someone who did not know what it
was, or who identified it as some-
thing else. But the ultimate prize still
goes to the person who confirmed
the identification.

browed Bunting E. chrysophrys,
subsequently upstaged by the
October 1975 Holkham record.
These earlier birds, actually the
true firsts, receive less attention
than the subsequently accepted
record, with no photographs and
no actual descriptions provided,
which seems somewhat odd. The
dogged road to acceptance of the
well-photographed Long-toed
Stint at Marazion would have
made interesting reading for critics
and supporters of the various com-
mittees.

In addition to the rarity
accounts, each year has a distilla-
tion of the main rare-bird events
for that twelve-month period, and
another short account of a birder’s
year, as seen through the eyes of a
‘friend or colleague’ of the editors.
Some of these are little more than a
list of rare birds seen or twitched,
while others are more readable
accounts and bring out the passion
of varying aspects of the rarity-
watcher’s psyche. I particularly
liked Jimmy Steele’s description of
his Newbiggin local patch ‘For all
its innumerable faults – the fre-
quent lack of birds, the litter, the
psychotic horses, psychotic dogs
and psychotic kids – I love my
patch.’ This is followed by a truly
classic sentence: ‘The startling
reality of birding in the Royston
Vasey of Northumberland is
watching a rare wheatear perched
on a burnt-out Ford Escort’; as
they say, you have to be a patch
worker to understand.

The photographs, one per
species, are grouped together
rather than placed with the accom-
panying account. A high propor-
tion are of the original ‘first’, but
where no images were available,
shots of a subsequent British
occurrence have been used to fill
the gaps. It is a reflection of the
ability of rare-bird photographers
and the obsession with rarity
recording that only ten firsts have
no representative image. The
choice of photographs does not
always include the best available

Most accounts are taken
directly from the original write-ups
in British Birds or, more recently,
Birding World. In places, sections
have been culled from some of the
original finders’ accounts, reducing
most to a generally comparable
length but, in some cases,
removing interesting snippets and
valuable discussion on the road to
identification success. As an
example, there is no mention of
why the original identification of
the 1981 Suffolk ‘Collared Pratin-
cole’ (later reidentified as Britain’s
first Oriental Pratincole Glareola
maldivarum) was questioned and
by whom; only the finder’s notes
on his ‘Collared’ are presented. The
1990 Skokholm White-throated
Robin Irania gutturalis has no
write-up, just a brief 39-word
account explaining why it was sup-
pressed, although there is a nice
photograph! Some species have
detailed descriptions and discus-
sions, while others are much
briefer, like the Barrow’s Goldeneye
Bucephala islandica summary. It is
disappointing that the ‘Green
Warbler’ Phylloscopus trochiloides
nitidus on Gugh, Scilly, in Sep-
tember–October 1983 is not men-
tioned.

Some of the accounts include
details of subsequently accepted
firsts which pre-date the published
accounts. These include the 1970
Cornish Long-toed Stint Calidris
subminuta which pre-dated the
1982 ‘first’, and the 1980 Yellow-
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and the reproduction of some
leaves much to be desired. Of par-
ticular note is the poor reproduc-
tion of Marmora’s Warbler Sylvia
sarda, Long-toed Stint and Hud-
sonian Godwit Limosa haemastica.
Restricting images to one per
species also excludes instructive
photos of pre-dated firsts (again
that Long-toed Stint comes to
mind).

Being pedantic, the map of site
locations seems to have moved
Easington up the coast to Hornsea,
and Martin Mere has duplicated
itself at Donna Nook. And, in some
seemingly bizarre decision process,
accounts of five species recorded
prior to 1980 but after 1900 are
included in the year they were ele-

vated to full species status, but
those first recorded prior to 1900,
such as Pacific Golden Plover Plu-
vialis fulva, are not.

There is an endless fascination
amongst birders with rare birds
and the rarest of the group spark
the most interest. This book has a
lot to offer the modern-day birder
and will send many tingles of
excitement through the older
troops who witnessed some of
these remarkable birds. As
someone who came close with a
Pallid Swift Apus pallidus, and
failed to make the most of the 1981
Hudsonian Godwit, I am not likely
to fulfil my old ambition of being
among the finders in this book.
There is, however, much here to

inspire the next generation of
rarity finders, and if one bit of
advice comes through, it would be
to never give up hope and always
check odd birds that other people
report; you never know what that
black-and-blue bird reported by
the strange man in the local park
may turn out to be, perhaps a
Black-throated Blue Warbler Den-
droica caerulescens!

Packaged in the readily identifi-
able Poyser plumage, it marks a
reference which will stand for
another 25 years, until another list
of improbable and highly unlikely
species have wandered to our well-
visited Isles.

Graham Catley
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some types of field data by empha-
sising other interesting aspects of
Gyr Falcon biology, such as its bio-
geographical history, systematics
and plumage polymorphism, all of
which have long fascinated raptor
biologists.

As the authors remind us, the
Gyr Falcon is one of a group of
large falcons inhabiting open land-
scapes, which also includes the
Saker Falcon F. cherrug, Lanner
Falcon F. biarmicus and Lagger
Falcon F. jugger of the Old World,
as well as the more distantly related
Prairie Falcon F. mexicanus of the
New World. Among these species,
the Gyr Falcon is most closely
related to the Saker, both biogeo-
graphically and genetically, and
some taxonomists have preferred
to group the two together as a
single species. Although they are
now geographically segregated in
the breeding season, the Gyr to the
north of the boreal forest and the
Saker south of it, their separation is
relatively recent. During the last
glacial period, before the develop-
ment of the boreal forest, the
ranges of the two species were co-
extensive, and they probably
existed as a single ancestral form
occupying much of the cold waste-
land of the Eurasian landmass.
Little wonder that they are still
genetically close and, in captivity,
will hybridise freely, producing off-

A strong point of this book is that
one of the authors is a native
Russian, enabling him to exploit
what, for most of us, is the inacces-
sible Russian literature on Gyr
Falcons Falco rusticolus and their
habitats. He has also conducted
detailed studies of the species in
eastern Siberia and various other
parts of its Eurasian range. The
book, therefore, contains much
information which would other-
wise remain unavailable to most
readers. The second author is a
physicist, who has worked as a
glaciologist, writer, photographer
and wildlife enthusiast, and who
has led numerous expeditions to
different regions of the Arctic and
elsewhere. Despite their combined
efforts, the Gyr Falcon has, for
obvious reasons, not been studied
in the field in the same depth as
some other raptor species featured
in the Poyser series (notwith-
standing a detailed field study in
Iceland by O. K. Nielsen). The
authors make up for shortage of

spring that are inter-fertile at least
to the third generation. The so-
called ‘Altai Falcon’ is regarded by
the authors as a colour morph of
Saker, which might possibly result
from hybridisation between the
two species in the alpine zone of
the Altai Mountains, where their
ranges are most likely to overlap
(although further studies are
needed). On grounds of prece-
dence, the authors make a case for
restoration of the name F. gyrfalco
for the Gyr Falcon rather than the
current F. rusticolus.

The Gyr Falcon is noted for its
extreme colour polymorphism,
ranging from almost white to
almost black. The proportions of
the different colour morphs vary
across the range. In some regions
(such as Iceland) the whole popu-
lation comprises a single ‘grey’
type, while in other regions more
than one type exists, and different
morphs can occur even among the
young of a single brood. The
authors tell us that these colour
differences, which are striking to
human eyes, are much less marked
for those birds and mammals
which are sensitive to ultraviolet
light.

Our idea of Gyr Falcon distrib-
ution, over much of its range, is
based largely on early explorer
records and museum specimens.
The correction of some of these
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records by the authors has redrawn
the range boundaries in places, and
removed some of the former
anomalies. As in many other birds
of prey, distribution is dependent
on a rich food supply and the pres-
ence of suitable nest-sites: cliffs
over much of the range, or timber-
line trees in others, the bird using
old nests of other species (espe-
cially Common Raven Corvus
corax) or sheltered cliff ledges.
Nesting densities remain much
more stable from year to year in
coastal populations, which depend
on seabirds, than in inland ones
dependent primarily on cyclically
fluctuating Lagopus grouse species.

Population estimates are given
for different parts of the range. On

In conclusion, this book pro-
vides an interesting synthesis of the
information currently available on
Gyr Falcons from across their cir-
cumpolar range. Much historical
information has been subjected to
critical reappraisal, especially on
distribution, and inaccuracies in
previous accounts have been cor-
rected. The book is rather different
from previous Poyser volumes in
the emphasis given to different
topics, but it is a good read, pre-
senting much previously inacces-
sible information, as well as some
interesting insights into some of
the most remote and inhospitable
places on earth.

Ian Newton

the basis of recent information, the
Russian-Siberian population is
estimated at 3,500–5,000 pairs,
and the world population at
8,000–11,000 pairs (my rounding),
both of which are considerably
higher than previous estimates.
Other chapters deal with dispersal
and other movements, and with
relationships with other species
(chiefly Common Raven and other
raptors which provide, or compete
for, nest-sites). Gyr Falcons some-
times usurp the occupied nests of
other species, an activity which the
authors call ‘facultative interspe-
cific nest-commandeering para-
sitism’. Let us pray that this phrase
does not catch on, and come into
general use.
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I guess that for every hundred
birders who have visited Cley –
often described as the Mecca of
British birdwatching – only one or
two have ever bothered to walk out
along the shingle to Blakeney
Point. Indeed, a single unrewarding
visit can really put people off going
again, as Andy Stoddart himself
found, until the fortunate dis-
covery of a Subalpine Warbler
Sylvia cantillans motivated him to
undertake a systematic survey. He
and Steve Joyner, who have now
spent over 1,500 days on the Point
between them, have given us a
most welcome and fascinating
addition to the literature of
Norfolk’s birdlife.

Blakeney Point is unique.
Unlike most other bird observa-
tories, it is not easy to access, and
either a four-mile hike each way
along the shingle beach, or a brief
boat trip across Blakeney Harbour
at high tide is necessary. Accom-
modation has been either non-

existent or frugal, in contrast to
that available at other migration
hotspots such as Fair Isle, the Isle
of May and Dungeness. Because of
this, there is often a magical sense
of solitude and isolation. On the
other hand, ringing has been much
less of a feature than in many
places; on the May, for instance, the
first bird observatory was set up in
1934, twenty years before Richard
Richardson began a brief three
years of trapping on the Point.
Field observation and ‘bush-
bashing’ account for the great bulk
of records, this having been the
case ever since the nineteenth-
century gunners realised the poten-
tial for collecting rarities here and
the colonies of breeding terns
Sterna attracted attention.

The first 61 pages of this book

are devoted to the ornithological
history of the Point, its physical fea-
tures, migration, a survey of
breeding birds, and several accounts
of memorable days. The section on
migration is both fascinating and
instructive. As the authors note ‘The
bird-watcher’s year on the Point is
totally dominated by the phenom-
enon of migration’, and they give a
penetrating analysis of the effect of
weather systems in relation to
arrivals of regular migrants and rare
birds, illustrated with many charts.

The main part of the text con-
sists of 160 pages of species
accounts, which go into consider-
able detail in many cases and pay
particular attention to the sub-
species involved. Over 300 species
have now been recorded from this
narrow stretch of shingle and sand
dunes, and these interesting and
thoroughly researched accounts are
an invaluable benchmark for future
workers. The book is extremely
well produced, the colour photos
are of a high quality, the text is
enhanced with many lively draw-
ings by James McCallum, and an
evocative linocut of a Bluethroat
Luscinia svecica by Robert Gillmor
adorns the jacket. I can thoroughly
recommend it to anyone who has
birded on this very special stretch
of coast.

Martin Woodcock
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This book is about the birds and
birdwatchers of Utsira, the Norwe-
gian equivalent of Fair Isle. It is
wholly in Norwegian, although a
language key (unhelpfully hiding at
the end of the systematic list) helps
English speakers to navigate
through some of the more frequent
terms. In fact, it’s not too difficult
to distil basic information from the
individual species accounts, and
from a detailed checklist which
provides English, Norwegian and
scientific names, a month-by-

month chart, and breeding codes.
The book is well produced, and
generously illustrated with colour
photographs of the island, bird-
watchers down the years and the
birds themselves, including an
impressively high proportion of
the rarities (although the general
quality of the bird photos is less
impressive). A book for observa-
tory/island aficionados.

Roger Riddington

The first in a series of bird guides
by the young and adventurous
Georgian Centre for the Conserva-
tion of Wildlife (GCCW), of which
they can be justly proud. Whilst
there are useful introductory sec-
tions – concentrating mostly on
conservation issues – it is the illus-
trated species accounts which form
the bulk of the book. In these, I
was surprised, and pleased, at the
depth of knowledge of raptor
breeding populations. The text is
accurate and the illustrations per-
fectly adequate; those of birds in
flight are perhaps a little small.
Because of the book’s size, and its
coverage of virtually all raptors
occurring in Europe, it is a particu-
larly handy pocket guide for more
widespread use.

Being in Georgian (hurrah!) as
well as English, this book can
hopefully encourage the country’s
budding birders.

Richard Porter
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It’s always the same, you wait ages for a Laughing Gull Larus atricilla to come
along and when one eventually does, it’s followed by a whole chuckle of them!
The same can be said of quality wildlife art books. Luckily this has happened
and both events have had a positive outcome. In terms of the books, what is
intriguing is that one publisher, Langford Press, has brought out two at the
same time. An administrative error surely? Well no, one is Chris Rose’s In a
Natural Light and the other Darren Woodhead’s From Dawn till Dusk. A quick
delve into both will immediately show that the only similarity between the
two is the publisher’s name – there could not be a wider contrast in their
styles. The first deals with Chris Rose’s near Pre-Raphaelite picture-making,
mostly studio-based with a built-in wow factor, while Darren Woodhead’s
book delves into his instinctive approach to field painting.

You may already know of Darren’s spontaneous approach to expressing
his creative talent through the Wildlife Art Society and the Artists for
Nature Foundation’s publications. This is, however, the first time that his
work has appeared in his own forum. Langford Press needs to be congratu-
lated on their high-quality production standards: a large and spacious
format combined with high-quality paper and printing have created a fine
canvas on which to present Darren’s work. Every page is alive with images
drawn or painted on the spot – no matter what the weather conditions are
like – and are accompanied, where appropriate, by relaxed and absorbing
texts.

The beauty of a book like this is that everyone will have his or her own
favourites. I love the series of studies involving the group of Common
Goldeneye Bucephala clangula and the displaying Long-tailed Ducks Clan-
gula hyemalis. But the paintings made purely using a brush and water-
colour with no compositional pencil lines are astonishing. For example, on
page 150 imagine trying to recreate that bustling mass of Pink-footed
Geese Anser brachyrhynchus and Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus
armed only with a brush, paints, a blank piece of paper and no rubber! 

There is no question that Darren is a master of in-the-field interpreta-
tion and it will be a delight to see where he will take his skills next – maybe
some studio-based works for the next book?

Dan Powell
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This book forms part of the presti-
gious ‘Oxford Ornithology Series’
and covers the biology, mechanics
and evolution of avian flight. Nine
self-contained chapters together go
into detail about the morphology
of wings and feathers, the muscula-
ture of birds, energy metabolism,
aerodynamics and related subjects.
Experimental procedures and
results are described in detail, and
there are numerous line-drawings.

boxes. Nevertheless, in line with
the rest of the series, this is a
serious book, written at under-
graduate level, and the interested
casual reader will find it rather
intense. There is a thought-pro-
voking discussion about the evolu-
tion of flight, particularly
concerning the possibility that
early birds used their feathered
wings to help them to skip over the
surface of water or mudflats in the
manner of a modern Basiliscus
(‘Jesus Christ’) lizard. Most people
would perhaps want to dip into
this book, or keep it for reference,
than to read it straight through.
Think you know what the alula
feather is for? Think again.

Martin Collinson

In general, the book is lucidly
written, with clear explanations of
the issues involved, and with
complex equations set apart in text
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The text and illustrations in this
paperback edition are identical to
those of the earlier hardback
edition. The author was, until very
recently, senior lecturer in the Divi-
sion of Environmental and Evolu-
tionary Biology at the University of
Glasgow, with a long-standing
interest in all aspects of animal
architecture, both vertebrate and
invertebrate. He has chosen an evo-
lutionary approach to the subject
of this book, a subject which has
been rather neglected by recent
researchers. I quote ‘Bird nests are
an extension of parental care and
bird reproduction cannot be
understood without consideration
of the nest, nor the nest without
reference to its contents.’ Within
nine chapters, the author discusses
building materials, nest construc-
tion and siting, stressing that the
nest is a means of changing the
environment. Each chapter begins

with an introduction, which is fol-
lowed by headed sections and sub-
sections, making for easy reading.

Chapter three provides a stan-
dardised method of nest classifica-
tion to give a profile for that
species. For example, nest shape
has eight mutually exclusive cate-
gories: cup, dome, dome and tube,
and plate all above ground; bed,
scrape and mound on the ground
and burrow under the ground.
Similarly, nest-site is also charac-
terised in eight possible ways and
the nest is described as consisting
of four zones: attachment, outer
decorative layer, structural layer
and lining. Finally, the materials
used are discussed.

In chapter four, construction is
considered in detail. The author
points out that birds build what are
probably the most complex struc-
tures, other than those built by
ourselves, and yet do so with no
special anatomical tools. Birds
sculpt, assemble, mould and sew
using only bill or feet. Spider silk is
analogous to Velcro when used to
entangle vegetation, while the
Common Tailorbird Orthotomus
sutorius uses the equivalent of pop-
rivets! The cost of nest-building is
considered in the sixth chapter and
also the cost of nest reuse, while in
chapter seven, nest-site selection is
covered. In this chapter the author

also discusses the interaction of
nesting birds with arthropods,
usually insects, which, in the
tropics especially, can be quite
complex.

Chapter eight diverges some-
what from the main theme, in that
it deals with bowers and the assess-
ment of mate quality. The author
justifies this by quoting Darwin’s
proposal that these elaborate struc-
tures are the result of sexual selec-
tion through female choice. The
final chapter deals with the evolu-
tion of nest-building and compares
the taxonomic characters derived
from nests with phylogeny derived
by DNA studies The interpretation
of this has proved to be complex.

The book concludes with a
comprehensive list of references
running to 28 pages and covering
one and a half centuries, the most
recent referring to the year 2000.
There are full indices to authors,
species and subjects. The
numerous pen-and-ink illustra-
tions, many by Raith Overhill, are
both attractive and informative. In
conclusion, as a compulsive nest-
finder, I found this a fascinating
book, full of new facts and stimu-
lating ideas and I can thoroughly
recommend it.

David Warden 
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