
Reviews 

The World of Birds. By James Fisher and Roger Tory Peterson. 
288 pages, including 90 with colour lithograph plates of nearly 
700 species, more than 200 maps and many half-tone illustrations. 
Macdonald, London, 1964. 5 gns. 

Contrary to some expectations, every increase in ornithological 
knowledge seems to multiply the numbers of amateur as well as 
professional ornithologists eager to learn more, and each new specialist 
offshoot quickly contributes towards ever wider and more ambitious 
efforts of summation and presentation in a new perspective. No 
sooner have we become accustomed to field-guides to bird identifica
tion on a more or less continental scale than we are faced with almost 
annual offerings of truly global range and of impressive competence 
and clarity. While each of these can and should be critically reviewed, 
this generation o£ ornithologists would be ungrateful indeed not to 
acknowledge their good fortune and indebtedness for a series of works 
which in comprehensiveness, up-to-dateness, accuracy and attractive
ness of presentation have probably yet to be matched in any other 
branch of world-wide learning. 

Mr. Fisher and Dr. Peterson, combining the fruits of nearly a century 
of field work between them, have attempted no less a task than to 
review the natural history of an estimated total of 8,580 living species 
of birds against the background of their evolution within 200 families, 
and of the many-sided studies and contacts to which they have been 
subjected by man. Inevitably the result is often sketchy, and some
times superficial, but it is tremendously exciting, suggestive and 
informative, and can hardly fail to broaden the horizon and improve 
the grasp of anyone who reads it, however much or little they may 
know already of the data which it so skilfully marshals and presents. 

In the first chapter the authors grade the world into zones according 
to the poorness or richness of their bird life, ranging from the 16 
nesting species of Antarctica and the 54 native land species of Fiji 
to the 256 of New Zealand, 554 of Borneo, 871 of Sudan, 1,440 of 
Brazil and over 1,700 of Columbia, which has the world's richest 
avifauna (but it should be noted that R. Meyer de Schauensee in his 
scholarly and up-to-date Birds of Columbia admits only 1,556 species, 
and no authority for the authors' higher claim is given). However, 
unless something much more effective is done quickly about conserva
tion in Columbia, the statement that 'It is the heartland of ornithologi
cal variety on our planet' will soon have to be changed into the past 
tense. Sections follow on wings and flight, anatomy, adaptation, and 
colours and adornments, inevitably at a somewhat elementary level. 
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The second chapter gives an interesting breakdown and summary 
analysis of flightless birds (46 living and 16 recently extinct), birds of 
freshwater (over 60a belonging to 27 families), sea-birds (about 260), 
birds of prey (about 280), and birds of different food habits. The 
third chapter deals with fossil records, and the fourth with evolution 
and speciation (illustrated by an ambitious double-page 'family tree' 
which makes ingenious use of colour) with interesting sections on 
relationship and species formation. The fifth chapter on distribution 
starts with a fine plate of extinct and very rare birds and proceeds to 
illustrate major bird faunas, distributional factors, migrations (which 
are stated to involve nearly 4,000 species), navigation and population. 
The sixth chapter is concerned with social behaviour and reproduction. 
The seventh and ninth chapters give useful although not particularlv 
original reviews of bird-watching (including bird protection) and of 
relations between birds and man. 

The longest and most important and original part of the book is the 
eighth chapter, extending for nearly a hundred pages and containing 
some 200 admirably prepared maps, on a well-chosen range of projec
tions, of the world distribution of all living and extinct families of 
birds (in the cases of the Furnariidae, Muscicapidae and Emberizidae 
these are further broken down to subfamilies). This section clearly 
distinguishes the great worldwide families such as the falcons, plovers 
and swallows from the purely South and Central American, African, 
Australasian or Holarctic ones. Introductions are shown and speci
fied, and there are suggestions, sometimes speculative, on the places 
of origin of all the families. Incidentally, the maps of the wattled 
crows (Callaeidae) and magpie larks (Grallinidae) are apparently 
transposed. 

Finally, a 'Black List' cites 85 species as having become extinct since 
1600, and a 'Red List' includes a further 143 species believed to be still 
living but with a world population of less than 2,000 individuals. 
There is a useful although inevitably very incomplete Bibliography 
and a carefully compiled Index. 

No less remarkable than the text are Dr. Peterson's illustrations. 
These, as we have come to expect, are an impressive blend of deep 
scholarly study and high artistic skill, but seen as a whole they must 
rank among the most comprehensively planned and versatilely executed 
suites of visual presentation in any ornithological work. The more 
conventional plates marshal together highly original selections of 
significant groupings from among the world's avifauna, while the less 
conventional ones flow out into evolutionary trees in colour-coded 
designs, or march round or through the spacious text, or assume 
partly diagrammatic and partly pictorial form, and are interspersed 
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with historical vignettes, book-plates and many excellent half-tones. 
All of these combine to raise the question of how many books can, by 
comparison with this, truly be said to be 'illustrated'. 

Although its dimensions approach the size now customarily associa
ted with coffee tables, the book is not unwieldy and credit is due to 
Purnell & Sons Ltd. for the high standard of the production, in 
particular of the colour plates which come reasonably near to the 
fidelity which discriminating ornithologists look for but do not always 
find. 

The World of Birds may confidently be expected to stimulate many of 
its readers into spending more money and more time than they can 
afford in pursuing more and more birds farther and farther afield. 

E . M. N I C H O L S O N 

The Oxford Book of Birds. By Bruce Campbell. Illustrated by 
Donald Watson. Oxford University Press, London, 1964. 207 
pages; 96 colour plates. 35 s. 
This is a companion volume to The Oxford Book of Wild Flowers and 
The Oxford Book of Garden Flowers. The main part consists of 96 
coloured plates each illustrating three or four species of British birds 
in their natural settings and showing flight patterns and sex, age and 
seasonal differences where appropriate. On the page opposite each 
plate are succinct descriptions of the birds illustrated, giving the 
diagnostic marks for identification, followed by summaries of status, 
distribution, habitat, general behaviour, food, voice, and nest and 
eggs. A one-line 'calendar' uses typography ingeniously to show 
when each bird is likely to occur in Britain, when it breeds, and when it 
sings. Additional black-and-white plates show eight American 
passerines that have been recorded in Britain and Ireland, and the 
flight patterns of ducks and some waders. All species which occur 
with any regularity are portrayed in colour and everv bird on the 
British and Irish list is noted in the text. Races are, very sensibly, not 
mentioned unless distinguishable in the field. Preceding the main part 
is a resume of the orders and families of British birds; and following it 
are two-page essays on 'Anatomy', 'Flight', 'Behaviour' and breeding' 
and 'Migration, numbers and age', together with suggestions for 
further reading and a list of the principal ornithological societies. 

Bruce Campbell's text is masterly in compressing the maximum 
information into a few readable sentences. Just occasionally, how
ever, the limitations imposed by the excellent idea of having the text 
facing the illustrations seem to have led to over-condensation. For 
instance, somebody finding a Mistle Thrush's nest with eggs of a 
buff ground-colour (by far the commonest type in my experience) 
might be led astray by the statement that 'the female incubates three to 
five pale blue eggs spotted with brown'. Similarly, the distinctions 
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between certain of the more difficult species, such as Little and Tem-
minck's Stints, lack some details. The essays at the end are clear, up-
to-date and well-balanced introductions to the wide subjects they cover. 

Donald Watson's pictures are delightful and have the great merit of 
so obviously being painted by an artist who knows his birds in the 
field—and who knows and can paint that field also. The colour 
reproduction is excellent with only a very few exceptions: an over-red 
Chaffinch and the colouring of the flava wagtails are examples in the 
review copy. Everybody will have his own favourites, but for myself 
I would choose the Little Owl where the artist has exactly caught this 
bird's frown of suspicious disapproval. 

I have only one criticism of any importance and that concerns the 
keys to the plates. In several plates there are birds flying about in the 
background (and delightful little vignettes many of them are), but 
sometimes these are included in the key and sometimes not. This is 
confusing. There are also some annoying mistakes. The female 
Gadwall is designated as male. The Common Scoters are described 
as 'M and F ' when in fact the female is on the left of the male. More 
seriously, because more help is needed in identification in this case, 
the numbers indicating the Green and Wood Sandpipers in flight are 
transposed. 

The book is aimed at those who have progressed beyond the begin
ners' guides which deal (however well) with only a selection of species, 
but who do not yet feel ready for more expensive and comprehensive 
publications. At the price I do not know of another work that gives 
such an authoritative, full and all-round account of the lives of so 
many birds. R. K . C O R N W A L L I S 
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