
This book has been a long time
coming, but it really has been
worth the wait! It was originally
conceived as a successor to Parr’s
Birds in Surrey 1900–1970, which
would incorporate the results of
the county tetrad breeding atlas
carried out from 1988 to 1994
(later extended to 1997). However,
the work became a labour of love
for the sole author, Jeff Wheatley,
and he broadened his researches to
include much pre-twentieth
century information and even evi-
dence from the fossil record.

The book is in two main parts: a
lengthy introduction and the system-
atic list. The former is a pleasure to
delve into and comprises seven sec-
tions, including ‘Geology, climate,
weather and land use’, ‘The develop-
ment of the landscape’, and ‘The
history of bird recording in Surrey’.
There is a wealth of interesting infor-
mation here, including a summary of
the documented climatic events for
the last 300 years; the spread of
urbanisation and resultant loss of
heathland (Surrey’s key habitat); and
a summary of other important habi-
tats and main ornithological sites.
The introduction is followed by a
brief section summarising informa-
tion about the changing population
of various species, migratory move-
ments and roosts.

The systematic list covers all 339
species reliably recorded in the vice-
county of Surrey (VC 17) and
Spelthorne district. The latter,
although outside the vice-county, is
within the present administrative
county and includes important sites
such as Staines, King George VI and
Queen Mary Reservoirs, Perry Oaks
Sewage Farm (now obliterated by
Terminal Five at Heathrow airport)

the methodology and overall results
of the atlas. There are three para-
graphs at the end of the introduc-
tion but no information about the
total number of species found
breeding in the county is given, nor
is there a map showing the numbers
of species recorded in each tetrad.

The book concludes with several
short chapters, including hybrids;
escapes, introductions and birds of
unknown origin; other published
records (not admitted to the main
list); plus an extensive bibliography
and a gazetteer. It is superbly pro-
duced. One is immediately struck
by the dust jacket, with its wonder-
fully evocative painting, by John
Davis, of Thursley Common, fea-
turing a heathland scene with two
Hobbies Falco subbuteo mobbing a
Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus.
Davis is the principal artist, and has
contributed a further ten superb
full- or double-page paintings of
Surrey locations and their birds.
Seven artists, including Davis, have
contributed 57 line-drawings, which
appear throughout the text. The
introduction also contains 24 excel-
lent colour photographs of prime
habitats.

This is an excellent county avi-
fauna, essential for anyone with an
interest in Surrey birds, their
history, patterns of occurrence and
conservation. It charts the
improving fortunes of internation-
ally important populations of Euro-
pean Nightjar Caprimulgus
europaeus, Wood Lark Lullula
arborea and Dartford Warbler Sylvia
undata, and the extremely vulner-
able heathlands which they inhabit.
This book reveals the history of
Surrey’s birds and shows that many
of them are in a healthier position
than they were a century ago; only
some farmland and woodland birds
have declined to a parlous state but
that is being addressed on a wider
scale. Jeff Wheatley is to be highly
congratulated on a job well done;
despite my few niggles, this is a
magnificent book.

John Clark

and Staines Moor. This somewhat
pragmatic approach is surprising
given that Surrey Bird Club still
sticks rigidly to VC 17 as its
recording area; no doubt the first
authoritative summary for the
Spelthorne sites since the publica-
tion of a revised edition of Birds of
the London Area in 1964 will result
in further sales, and rightly so! The
Surrey list by region and month,
which follows the systematic list,
shows that the inclusion of
Spelthorne adds six waders and two
terns (Sternidae) to the county list.

The species accounts are partic-
ularly detailed; for example, that for
House Martin Delichon urbicum has
15 sections, including early Surrey
history, nest-sites, large counts,
visible migration, movements,
longevity, parasites and plumage
variations. This gives an indication
of the subject matter that has been
researched exhaustively. Despite the
detail, much of the text is easy to
read, although there are too many
lengthy lists of locations and incon-
sistencies between the accounts. It is
not always clear exactly what period
is covered; a clearly stated cut-off
date with an appendix of note-
worthy later records up to the date
of publication would have been
preferable. The arrival of summer
visitors is well analysed, with bar
charts showing average arrival dates
by ten-year periods and a discussion
of any trends for each species. A
mass of other data is presented in
tabular form – wildfowl counts, ter-
ritory counts of key breeding
species and bird-month totals for
scarcer visitors.

The tetrad breeding maps are
presented clearly, with two sizes of
green circle to represent breeding
and presence in suitable habitat.
Comments on the atlas results vary;
consistent coverage for every species
including a population estimate at
the end of the atlas period and an
indication of trends since then, espe-
cially given that the atlas was fin-
ished over a decade ago, would have
been useful. It is surprising that very
little comment has been made on
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Argyll is a largely rural and remote
area of Scotland with many varied
islands and as such holds a great
appeal to those who are privileged
to know it. A few may have visited
just one part (probably Islay or
Mull) but are ignorant of the rest
of the region. Argyll includes not
only Islay and Mull but also Coll
and Tiree, Colonsay and Jura,
many smaller islands, and the
mainland with its extensive coast-
line stretching from north of Oban
south to the Mull of Kintyre and
right the way back north up the
spectacular Loch Fyne to Inveraray
and the Cowal Peninsula. Inland,
several mountains rise to over
3,000 feet. Some 29% of the land
area is afforested, mostly with non-
native conifers. Significant birds of
the area include Greenland White-
fronted Goose Anser albifrons flavi-
rostris, White-tailed Eagle
Haliaeetus albicilla, Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetos and Red-billed
Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax
but there are 328 species on the
Argyll list, including Britain’s only
Snowy Egret Egretta thula, identi-
fied in November 2001.

This new avifauna should
appeal to all with an interest in
Argyll, for it is an informative yet

concise summary of the birds of
this area and contains much to
entice the reader to book their next
visit. Those who already live in
Argyll should without doubt own a
copy, since it is the only definitive
record for the whole area of Argyll.
The last equivalent was Harvie-
Brown & Buckley’s A Vertebrate
Fauna of Argyll and the Inner
Hebrides published in 1892.

This is a large-format, hardback
book with both colour photographs
and line-drawings of most of the
species listed. Many of the photos
are of the birds in local habitat
rather than portraits and this adds
to the local feel. But it is the superb
photographs of Argyll itself which
makes this book special to me.
They really capture the atmosphere
and the space of Argyll. The aerial
images by John Anderson are espe-
cially evocative. If you pick up a
copy of this book, a glimpse of
these will, at the very least,
encourage you to go there, see the
place for yourself, and go birding! 

There are plenty of sites to visit,
and so it is most useful to have a
section on where to watch birds in
Argyll, featuring 75 sites with grid
references, habitats and species to
be expected there. You will need to
read the species accounts to check
which might be present in the
season you are there, but this
important point is clearly stated in
the introduction to this chapter.
There is a comprehensive gazetteer
with four-figure grid references of
over 700 sites.

The book begins with introduc-
tory chapters which set the scene,
describing the background to the
book, past and present ornitholog-
ical work in Argyll, climate,

geology and habitats. These are
well written and informative. Then
it’s the job of the species accounts
to describe the avifauna of Argyll
and these are comprehensive,
detailed yet readable accounts.
Information is up to date to the
end of 2003, but some records up
to 2006 have been included where
they add something extra. Rarer
species have all records tabulated
for easy reference. A wide range of
authors have been involved and the
accounts are well referenced.
Editorial control has been tight.

There are graphs for seasonal or
annual occurrences for some
species, and maps for breeding
seabirds (only). This is one area that
could perhaps have been improved
on: to provide more scientific data,
visually. However, I know that many
areas of Argyll suffer from poor
coverage and recording effort so it is
possible that the data are just not
there to support better analysis.
Population estimates are available
for some species but they are buried
in the text of the species accounts. I
would like to have seen numerical
information such as this included in
the Appendix ‘Status of Argyll bird
species’, which really is just a check-
list with notes on national conser-
vation and BAP status, and Gaelic
names.

With the publication of Birds of
Scotland (Forrester et al., 2007) at
about the same time as this book,
the Argyll enthusiast is now well
served with both this avifauna and
the broader Scottish perspective. I
would recommend Birds of Argyll
to anyone with an interest in Scot-
tish birds and Argyll in particular.

Mark Holling

449British Birds 101 • August 2008 • 448–451

Reviews

BIRDS OF ARGYLL

Edited by Tristan ap Rheinallt,
Clive Craik, Paul Daw, Bob

Furness, Steve Petty and David
Wood. Argyll Bird Club,

Lochgilphead, Argyll, 2007.
424 pages; numerous maps,
photographs and drawings.
ISBN: 978-0-9557777-0-7.

Hardback, £45.00;
post-free to UK addresses.

Many BB readers will be familiar
with the general layout of this
colourfully illustrated book, as it is
the fourth edition of a work that
was first published (under a
slightly different title) in 1984.
Coverage has been expanded to
include no fewer than 49 of the
nearly 60 species of diurnal raptor
(Falconiformes) that have occurred
in the Western Palearctic, excluding

irregular vagrants such as Amer-
ican Kestrel Falco sparverius but
usefully including Oriental Honey-
buzzard Pernis ptilorhyncus and
Rüppell’s Vulture Gyps rueppellii.
The book is divided into three
main parts, the first of which
briefly considers important back-
ground information on various
subjects, for example the special
adaptations of raptor bills and feet,

COLLINS BIRDS OF PREY
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by Bjarne Bertel. Collins,

London, 2008.
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and threats from environmental
poisoning and direct persecution.

The introductory section is fol-
lowed by a series of individual
species accounts, each of which is
enlivened by colour photos. These
accounts are short and concise when
discussing rarities such as Shikra
Accipiter badius, but more expansive
and accompanied by a map and a
table of population estimates when
dealing with species that are
common in the region (for example,
Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus).
The maps (which helpfully show
political boundaries) are very clear
and of decent size, but my initial
enthusiasm for them waned as
closer inspection revealed a few too
many inaccuracies (among the most
glaring, from a British perspective,
being the inexplicable failure to
show breeding ranges – however
sketchily – of Honey-buzzard P.
apivorus, Montagu’s Harrier C.
pygargus and Hobby F. subbuteo in
Britain). The lifestyle and status of

with the first edition, this section is
now considerably longer (166
pages against 96 in the original),
while the black-and-white draw-
ings of previous editions have been
replaced by a series of informative
colour plates. The strength of this
section lies not so much with
species posing few identification
problems (such as Dark Chanting-
goshawk Melierax metabates), but
rather with the trickier challenges
set by, for example, the buzzards
Buteo, which are considered in
greater depth and depicted in a
wider range of plumages than is
possible in a general field guide.

This volume can be recom-
mended as a handy and reasonably
up-to-date distillation of facts
about these magnificent birds. The
impressive identification section
makes it an essential reference for
ardent raptor watchers visiting bird
of prey ‘hotspots’ in Europe.

Pete Combridge

gripes is that the breeding presence
of Little Crake Porzana parva in the
Baltic States and Finland is not
mapped, while for clarity it would
have been better had there been
separate maps for Common Car-
duelis flammea and Lesser Redpolls
C. cabaret. The guide contains a
number of recently ‘split’ species;
some of these splits – including the
aforementioned redpolls – are
familiar and widely accepted, while
others (such as the treatment of the
Iberian race of Green Woodpecker
Picus viridis as ‘Iberian Wood-
pecker P. sharpei’) are as yet less so.

In summary, this is an inexpen-
sive guide with useful texts and
reliable illustrations. Not the least
of its charms is that it is small and
slim enough to fit easily into a
jacket pocket, or into airline hand
baggage on a flight to continental
Europe.

Pete Combridge

species occurring regularly in
Europe, plus a selection of vagrants
and established feral species, are
included. The overall standard of
artwork is very good (and much of
it is excellent), but the artist
appears to have been let down on
certain of the plates by colour
reproduction; for example, the bill
of the eastern race rubrirostris of
Greylag Goose Anser anser does
not appear pink enough in com-
parison with that of western nomi-
nate anser. The accompanying texts
are both clear and concise, concen-
trating only on key points. Just
occasionally, I felt that some
accounts were slightly ambiguous
or in need of clarification, but in
those (very few) cases it is likely
that this minor niggle is the result
of editing subsequent to transla-
tion. The maps are tiny (9 mm x 9
mm) and show only breeding dis-
tributions. Despite these limita-
tions, they seem mostly accurate
and helpful; among my very few

Selling field guides to the British is
like preaching to the converted,
and it is no surprise that New
Holland has introduced yet
another to the market. Rather than
commission a new work, they have
taken a shortcut by translating a
guide that was published in
German in 2006 (and was itself a
complete overhaul, in both text
and illustrations, of a book which
first appeared as long ago as 1936).

The book is designed to be
small and light enough to carry in
the field, and to that end only those

each species is well summarised in
the texts, though there are a small
number of instances where the
meaning of certain statements could
have been made clearer (but this
could be a fault of translation rather
than authorship). For example,
when discussing Peregrine Falcon F.
peregrinus it is stated that, ‘The
[population] figures for Russia and
Morocco… are estimates, partly
because of possible confusion with
Barbary Falcon [F. pelegrinoides]’, a
statement which, because the latter
species does not breed in Russia, is
in obvious need of reworking. In
short, the species accounts, though
still useful and packed with infor-
mation, would have benefited from
the services of someone with an
ornithological background to edit
them.

The remaining part of the book
deals with identification, and will
be, I suspect, the main reason why
many birders will be unable to
resist buying a copy. Compared
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Four years after the ‘meltdown’
headlines of 2004 (Brit. Birds 97:
425), the seabird situation in our
northernmost archipelago again
looks bleak. On Fair Isle, warden
Deryk Shaw spoke gloomily of the
situation in mid July. By then it was
already quite clear that there would
be no Arctic Skua Stercorarius para-
siticus, Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla or
Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea
chicks fledging in 2008. These three
key species are perhaps the most
‘predictable’ victims of a bad
season – more worryingly, Fair
Isle’s Shags Phalacrocorax
aristotelis, Common Guillemots
Uria aalge and Razorbills Alca torda
have also suffered almost complete
breeding failure. Many Shags and
Guillemots simply elected not to
breed; Razorbills have carried on
regardless, yet for all three species
virtually no chicks will fledge.

Needless to say, food availability is
the key factor. A record count of
Great Skua Stercorarius skua occu-
pied territories (294) is scant con-
solation in another desperately
depressing season. In late June,
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH)
launched a public consultation on
behalf of the Scottish Government
on the proposal to extend 31
existing land-based Special Protec-
tion Areas (including Fair Isle) up
to 4 km out to sea. Although this is
a welcome and long-overdue
acknowledgment of the impor-
tance of Scotland’s seabird
colonies, it will not be a magic
wand.

Elsewhere in Shetland, Martin
Heubeck reports a less uniformly
grim situation, although Arctic
Tern  failures are widespread. At
Sumburgh Head, just 40 km north
of Fair Isle and  monitored by

SOTEAG (Shetland Oil Terminal
Environmental Advisory Group),
Guillemot and Razorbill numbers
remain low (39% and 27% of
counts in 2000, respectively), with
extensive non-breeding suspected.
Hatching success of Guillemots
was low (49% cf. 77% in 2000, the
last ‘good’ year), as the stress  of
very long incubation shifts caused
many birds to put their own
survival  first, and abandon their
egg in situ. However, surprisingly
high site  attendance of failed
breeders helped to reduce chick
predation and, despite  low feeding
rates (of a diet including c. 50%
sandeels Ammodytes and  45%
small gadoids), chick survival was
reasonable and breeding success
was  0.25 chicks fledged per egg-
laying pair – half of that in 2007
and a third of that in a ‘good’ year.
In marked contrast to the situation

News and comment
Compiled by Adrian Pitches
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THE ORNITHOLOGIST’S GUIDE TO THE
ISLANDS OF ORKNEY AND SHETLAND

By Robert Dunn. Facsimile edn. Peregrine Books,
Leeds, 2007 (published originally in 1837).

170 pages; contemporary illustrations and maps.
No ISBN. Hardback, £30.00.

Robert Dunn was a Hull taxonomist and natural
history dealer who made four visits to the Northern
Isles between 1831 and 1842, when he settled in
Shetland, later moving to Orkney. This is a well-
produced facsimile edition of his 1837 book, which
describes his visits north between 1831 and 1835 and
includes a descriptive list of birds and mammals
recorded from the archipelagos. It is a compelling
account of his travels through the islands and of his
often ruthless quest for specimens. This book has long
been virtually unobtainable. It will not suddenly
become a best-seller overnight either, but for residents
of and regular visitors to the Northern Isles it is a
fascinating glimpse of the islands in the early to mid
nineteenth century.

Roger Riddington

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC BIRDING ESSENTIALS

By Jonathan Alderfer and Jon L. Dunn.
National Geographic, Washington DC, 2007.

224 pages; many colour photographs; figures and
maps. ISBN 978-1-4262-0135-6. Paperback, £9.99.

An introduction to birding and birding skills. Nine 
chapters cover most of what a relatively new birder needs
to know, including the obvious advice on choosing and
using binoculars and scopes, describing birds (including
topography) and fieldcraft. There is a discussion of the
different forms of variation in birds, migration strategies,
a very brief section on taxonomy, and a few examples of
identification challenges. This is quite a useful and
helpful book, with loads of handy tips and reminders,
but viewed entirely from a North American perspective.
This could be potentially confusing, as references to ‘the
west’ and ‘the east’ refer to the coasts of the USA and
Canada, and identification issues are covered exclusively
from the North American perspective. This book is
clearly aimed at the North American market, but might
be a good present for a new birder Stateside.

Martin Collinson


