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REVIEW. 
British Birds. By Wilfred Willett. (A. & C. Black, London, 1948) 8s. 6d-

This is a book for beginners and, we are told, "is designed primarily to 
assist in distinguishing different birds from one another." The design is a 
curious one. The book is not a pocket book nor is it a convenient work of 
reference. Trie birds are grouped together in discursive chapters and often 
in rather strange company, the Hedge-Sparrow, for instance, appearing among 
the finches and buntings, but there is no guide to enable the beginner to decide 
which chapter to consult. Even the illustrations by Mr. Roland Green, many 
of them familiar, are not particularly helpful, as they appear to have been 
chosen at random and are not always inserted at the relevant point. When 
the reader has eventually located a species he may not be rewarded by really 
adequate information. In the chapter on gulls, for instance, he will find tha t 
the Black-headed Gull has "red legs and bill, which makes identification 
easy," but he will not learn that this species has a broad white line along the 
front of the wing which, incidentally, makes identification easier still. Un
fortunately this is not an isolated instance; many of the descriptions are too 
vague to be convincing and a few are definitely misleading. 

Mr. Willett acknowledges the help and guidance of The Handbook and has, 
on the whole, made good use of it, though the statement that shrikes spike 
their captures on thorns "not so much to stock a larder as the best means to 
dismember their prey" is surely a misunderstanding. The Handbook, however, 
is a highly condensed work; further condensation leads to such statements as 
that "Razorbills breed . . . . on the north coast as far south as Yorkshire and 
also again in the Isle of Wight," or, of Leach's Fork-tailed Petrel, tha t "it nests 
in some islets off our coasts." A half t ruth of this sort may be just as mislead
ing as the statement tha t the Black Redstart is "seen only in autumn and 
winter," which is surprising in a book published in 1948. 

I t is a pity that there should be so many shortcomings in a book which is 
evidently the outcome of a genuine love of the countryside and of its avian and 
human inhabitants. Mr. Willett's enthusiasm should stimulate others to take 
an interest in birds, but one can think of many more effective ways of doing 
this than the one which has been adopted. J.D.W. 
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