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REVIEWS. 

The Pocket Guide to British Birds. By R. S. R. Fitter. Illustrated by R. A. 
Richardson, xvi and 240 pages, 1/2 plates (64 in colour). (Collins, 1952). 
ais. 

This is a disappointing book. It is original and ambitious, and a first 
impression is that there is some justification in the words of the publisher's 
blurb: "here at last is the book to make bird identification easy", but on 
examination it fails to fulfil this early promise—attempts at great simplification 
have resulted only in complication, certain of the fundamental ideas upon 
which the lay-out of the book is based are open to considerable criticism and, 
finally, there are a number of surprising errors not only in the text but also 
in the plates. 

The birds that have been recorded in Britain more than 50 times are included 
in three groups—Land, Waterside and Water—and within each of these 
habitat-categories are arranged in ascending order of size, being further grouped 
under the headings "Very short", "Short", "Medium short", "Medium", 
"Medium long", "Long", "Very long" and "Huge" , each size having a type 
bird. Where the species is to be found in more than one of the main habitats, 
or where the sexes differ significantly in size, there is an adequate system of 
cross-references. The idea of this lay-out is based upon a very doubtfully 
tenable belief that size is a far easier basis for the beginner to work on than 
the relationships upon which the more usual systematic order is formed, but a 
comprehension of phylogenetical (and so behavioural) relationships is an 
essential, and will indeed be desired early on by anyone taking more than the 
most casual interest. In any case, size is notoriously misleading in the field— 
being one of the most difficult things to determine—and it is surely funda
mentally wrong to instil into the beginner such reliance upon it. 

One result of this size-order is that there are large gaps between species 
that the observer will want to compare—for instance, 6 pages between 
Partridge and Red-legged Partridge, 17 between Lesser and Great Spotted 
Woodpeckers, and 35 between the first and the last of the gulls. It is hardly 
possible to use this book without perpetual reference to the index and without 
a small stock of book-markers to keep places in other pages. 

In the account of each bird are notes on "Plumage", "Structure", "Move
ment", "Voice", "Field Marks" (good), "Flocking", "Habitat" and "Range 
and Status", many of which are admirable examples of compressed detail. 
To make the most of this information, the introduction on "How to use this 
book" (pp. 6-15) should be most thoroughly read. Even a very careful 
perusal of this, however, will not prevent some from being driven to dis
traction by the sections on "Structure" which need constant reference to the 
explanatory pages. This section includes abbreviations for the proportions of 
"Wing-length", "Wing-ratio", "Tail-ratio", "Neck-ratio", "Leg-ratio" and 
"Bill-ratio"; each size has a type bird that of necessity differs in each propor
tion, but it is very confusing when, for example, the Heron is the type for 
"Very long" in two proportions, for "Medium long" in two more, and for 
"Short" in another. 

Much of the text is good, but it is marred by a number of misleading state
ments and not a few surprising errors; as well as, inevitably, a quantity of 
omissions. The Chukor (p. 75) is not smaller than the Red-legged Partridge; 
the Whiskered Tern is not "white above" (p. 108); the statement that the 
Goldfinch (p. 22) has a "whitish rump conspicuous when flying away" is mis
leading enough as it stands, for only in certain lights do some of the buff-
tipped whitish upper tail-coverts give such an impression, but it becomes more 
serious when this bird is included among "the three finches which show a 
white rump in flight", particularly as the line-drawing here (p. 37) shows a 
Goldfinch with an area of white larger than that of a Bullfinch, and at the 
same time a Brambling with such almost non-existent; there are other 
examples. Among the diagnostic features of Streptopelia decaocto should have 
been given the best of them all—the blackish primaries. 
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Apart from the more-than-50-times-recorded British birds, there are short 
accounts of those that have appeared between 20 and 50 times, and, what is 
in the reviewer's opinion deplorable in a book on "British" birds, the inclusion 
of a variety of exotic wildfowl and foreign cage-birds—even with some 
reference to the Khaki Campbell duck and to budgerigars. 

At the end of the book is an ingenious but complicated Key, that it is 
necessary to have a certain knowledge of birds to be able to use at all. This 
occupies 44 pages with instructions and its own index; it is divided into keys 
for colour and pattern (there are some 70 main headings in this alone, without 
all the subsidiary divisions), structure, behaviour and habitat. Appendices 
after it include, among others, a list of occasional rarities (128)—an important 
point for completion—and a "Migration Table" which is not what it says, 
and in fact shows the months when each of the non-resident species is to be 
found in this country. Fnally, there is the index—the most important part of 
this book! 

A number of line-drawings are scattered about the text, but many of them 
seem to serve no useful purpose and some are incorrect, notably that of the 
white-rumped finches. The main illustration is in the form of 64 coloured 
and 48 black-and-white plates; in a work of this kind these form an integral 
part of the whole. Each colour plate includes a number of species, in many 
cases showing both sexes and juveniles. Birds similar in plumage and size 
are grouped together on one plate, with the result that a species may appear 
several times on different plates, perhaps many pages apart. It is therefore 
again necessary to turn constantly to the index, particularly as there is no 
reference to the text on the plates. The black-and-white pictures mainly show 
birds in flight, though they include the only illustrations of some pied specie.?. 
On each plate appears the silhouette of a House Sparrow as a guide to size, 
it being supposedly drawn to scale. As remarked above, size is a very bad 
basis on which to build a guide to bird identification, but having chosen it, 
the authors should have been meticulous in ensuring correctness of proportion. 
They themselves, however, on page 15, have to list fifteen plates where the 
sparrow is slightly too large, and it is not hard to find other plates where the 
relative sizes are incorrect: on plate 44 the Little Bittern gives the impression 
of being approximately as big as the Night Heron; on plate 31 the Black 
Redstart is as long as the Woodchat Shrike; and so on. 

Some of the plates are over- or under-inked and a few are off register: 
faults which seem to vary from copy to copy; faults which ought to have been 
avoided in a work of this kind. Some of the blues are very bad: the Jay's 
wing (plate 22) looks quite artificial; no Woodpigeon ever had a head the 
colour of the one on plate 24; the blue-grey Spotted Redshank (plate 41) is 
attractive, but incorrect. Apart from these technical defects, which the 
reviewer as a great admirer of Mr. Richardson's work is very sorry to see, 
there are too many other mistakes which can hardly be attributed to the 
printing—for example, on plate 60 the Little Guli has obviously been painted 
with a chocolate head of exactly the same shade as that of the Black-headed 
Gull with it. Similarly, the Black Guillemot on plate 59 has been given a 
brown head, and even a white-tinted crease behind the eye like that of the 
common Guillemot. The Great Crested and Red-necked Grebes on plate n o 
are almost identical. The Black-headed Gull does not show correctly the white 
leading edge to the wing in plate 104 or 107. The Oystercatcher on plate 83 
is in winter plumage without this being stated. There are other such faults. 

These criticisms must not lead the reader to regard the book as anything 
but a prodigious piece of work that is the best thing of its kind in Britain so 
far—but how much better it could have been. LJ.F.-L. 

The Mandarin Duck. By Christopher Savage. Coloured frontispiece by Peter 
Scott, 16 plates from photographs, and text drawings by the author. (A. 
and C. Black, London, 1952). 25s. 

This is a book which most collectors of bird books will wish to have, for it 
contains an excellent series of photographic reproductions of Oriental and 
European portraits of this bizarre bird, a coloured plate in Mr. Scott's most 
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felicitous manner and drawings by the author illustrating most of the activities 
described in the text. For the reader satisfaction is less certain. Mr. Savage 
set out to attempt to bring together "as much a s is known of the Mandarin 
duck at the present day" and seems to have t>een successful, but for the 
biologist the value of his researches is much reduced by the omission of the 
bibliography of nearly two hundred references he has consulted, in favour of 
a "Selected Bibliography" so short as to be useless and so carelessly listed as 
to raise unnecessary doubts about the adequacy of the investigation. For the 
student the value of the compilation is further reduced by the intrusive 
proselytizing zeal of the author, and other readers who are not at once carried 
away by enthusiasm must also suffer the painful effects of blending the 
descriptive with the enthusiastic. 

The account of the establishment of the Mandarin in Britain may prove of 
especial value, for the earliest stages in the spread of other introduced species 
have rarely been so well described. H.B. 

Finding Nests. By Bruce Campbell. (Collins, 1953)- 12s. 6d. 
In an age when so many ornithologists are for ever watching the coastal 

marshes and the sewage farms, and when those that do look seriously for 
nests are for the most part either undertaking the special study of a single 
species or belong to the happily decreased ranks of egg-collectors, how 
stimulating it is to find a book written by one who would obviously derive 
great pleasure from finding any nest even if there was little to be gained 
apart from the satisfaction of having found it. 

The main body of this book is preceded by three chapters of a general 
nature. In the first—"Why find nests?"—Dr. Campbell points out that 
60 years ago there was only one aim: the taking of the eggs. Now, there 
are four main reasons: photography, ringing, the making of a "case history" 
of each nest, or "all or none of these in conjunction with observations on the 
behaviour of the adults and the young." These reasons are discussed and 
particular mention is made of the British Trust for Ornithology Nest Records 
Scheme to which Dr. Campbell is himself one of the largest individual con
tributors. The author comments on the strange lack of interest shown in the 
breeding-cycle by many of the modern generation of bird-watchers who adopt 
the attitude: "Of course, I'm hopeless at finding nests"; it is very probable 
that this book will help to cure such apathy towards the all-important centre 
to a bird's world. In the second chapter Dr. Campbell divides "Methods of 
finding nests" into two main groups, watching and searching, and then sub
divides the latter into "cold" searching for the nest itself and " h o t " searching 
when the aim is to flush the sitting bird, going on to give some valuable 
hints on both: he underlines the importance to the nester of a stick (to the 
cited uses of which could be added its value when thrust through a hedge to 
mark a nest located from the other side). In this chapter Dr. Campbell also 
discusses such mechanical aids as the rope dragged between two observers, 
and outlines briefly the far more interesting (where it is possible) procedure 
of finding the nests by watching the birds. In the third chapter there are some 
very sound, cautionary remarks on "Looking at nests", and particular stress 
is laid upon the need for covering up one's tracks a n d leaving each nest as it 
was found. The use of ropes, climbing-irons, mirrors, torches, etc., and the 
ways of opening up a hole-nest are discussed here. 

The second and far larger part of the book is mainly devoted to particular 
sections on 184 species, these being grouped in twelve further chapters. As 
the book "is not concerned with breeding biology, but with the finding of 
nests", the headings under each species are confined to "Distribution" (which 
is in some cases rather poorly outlined), "Seasofi", "Habi ta t" , "Nest-site", 
"Nest", "Eggs" (where considered relevant) and the main, important section 
on "Methods" wherein are included details of behaviour, calls, etc., where 
these are of assistance, as well as hints on specific methods of searching. This 
section is mainly based on the vast experience of the author and his father, 
but it incorporates some of the detailed observations in Arthur Whitaker's 
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notes, and methods given in J. G. Black's Birdsnesting and J. Walpole-Bond's 
A History of Sussex Birds. It would of course be possible for any experienced 
nest-finder to suggest small additions or improvements, but it would be 
churlish to criticize in any minor ways an excellent book that is different and 
contains more than enough of value and interest to be worth a place on the 
shelves of all interested in birds. The whole is adequately illustrated by 40 
photographs on 24 plates. I.J.F.-L. 

A Country Parish. By A. W. Boyd. (Collins, 1951). 21s. 
One of the New Naturalist series, this book goes beyond the usual range of 

subjects and, like E. M. Nicholson's Birds and Men, takes into account the 
activities of human beings which, as the author remarks, are the most 
interesting animals of all. 

Two chapters devoted to birds, however, fully qualify the book for review 
in this magazine, and these contain a wealth of detailed information. No doubt 
the water birds are the most important in a county famous for its meres, but 
I should have preferred to find all the species of one family dealt with together, 
and dividing them into water birds and the rest makes for complication. It 
means for example that some of the wagtails and waders are to be found in 
one chapter and the remainder in the other. 

Introducing these chapters on birds Mr. Boyd modestly writes: " I think 
I can at least offer a fairly accurate estimate of the avifauna of the district, 
the status, distribution and habits of many of the species, and the changes that 
have come to pass during the present century". With this statement, or 
understatement, no one will venture to disagree. Tree Sparrows and Swallows 
are two species which the author has studied intensively, and tables give 
details of brood sizes of Swallows in the years 1934 and 1935 when the author 
was the organiser of the B.T.O. census of that species, and of Tree Sparrows 
during the period from 1924 to 1939. Mr. Boyd has also done a great deal 
of ringing, both of nestlings and trapped birds, and there are maps and 
diagrams to show recoveries of Starlings and Greenfinches, including one of 
the latter which moved S.E. 600 miles to reach France. 

The author writes cleverly, introducing touches of his own inimitable humour, 
and so making interesting reading of what is virtually a list of birds and 
flowers. The illustrations are superb, especially the lovely photographs in 
colour of scenes and flowers, nearly all taken by Mr. C. W. Bradley. The 
method of numbering these plates in two separate series is tiresome, but that 
is of course in no way the author's fault. Both Mr. Boyd and his wife, to 
whom the book is dedicated, are to be congratulated on a masterly achieve
ment. R. M. GARNETT. 
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