
Reviews 
British Birds of Prey. By Leslie Brown. Collins 'New 
Naturalist', London, 1976. 400 pages; 34 maps; 11 figures; 
23 tables; eight pages of appendix tables; 40 black-and-white 
photographs. £6.00. 
Aficionado and professional alike have waited a long time for this 
book. It is now 20 years since Volume V of D. A. Bannerman's 
The Birds of the British Isles appeared and, since then, no compre
hensive work on the British diurnal birds of prey has been attempted. 
How strange that it should have been left to a Scot resident in 
Africa for most of his life to have filled the gap; yet how fitting, for 
Leslie Brown is not only a world authority, but a tremendous 
enthusiast, with a gift for lively writing, in which solid scientific 
fact and comment are interlaced with vividly descriptive anecdote. 

His labours have been herculean. He has flown back and forth, 
sought all the obvious and not so obvious fountains of knowledge, 
researched the published literature, extracted much unpublished 
material from a host of sources and drawn on his own deep under
standing and experience. The result is a massive assemblage which 
is almost wholly satisfying. 

Convention is generally followed: the first three chapters cover, 
respectively, the characteristics of the Falconiformes, the British 
species, and classification and field identification; they are followed 
by 15 chapters, each of which is devoted to a so-called resident 
species, with the White-tailed Eagle—as represented by the imports 
on the island of Rhum—included optimistically. The succeeding 
two chapters deal with boreal migrants (Rough-legged Buzzard 
and Gyrfalcon) and the seven British vagrants, of which, alas, the 
Egyptian Vulture and Spotted Eagle are unlikely to be seen here 
again. The final seven chapters, which constitute almost half of the 
book, discuss very fully the complex of biological and ecological 
factors and the author's forthright attitudes to conservation. The 
whole is rounded off by two tabular appendices of the food of 
selected British raptors and summarised breeding data, a good bib
liography and an adequate index. 

In a review of a book so packed with information, it seems 
invidious to refer to the lacunae; but by no means are these of the 
author's making and not the least service which his labours provide 
is to identify the areas of our ignorance. He can find no good account 
of the breeding behaviour of the Hobby, the best to hand being 
D. Nethersole-Thompson's in 1931; none for the Merlin, the Kestrel 
or the Sparrowhawk, although for the last there is certainly much 
information waiting in the wings; for the Peregrine he has had to go 
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back to Francis Heatherley in 1910 to find an adequate summary of 
the breeding biology at a single nest. He can find no accurate data 
on egg laying for the Honey Buzzard, nor age data for the Sparrow-
hawk; for our own Golden Eagle, no good moult studies. 

On status, he is surprised by the inability of the Minsmere-bred 
Marsh Harriers (well over 100) to colonise other sites and by the 
failure of the Goshawk to become firmly established, but he judges 
there will shortly be more potential Goshawk habitat than there 
was 200 years ago. He shares the general perplexity about the 
reasons for the decline of the Merlin, although the results of the 
1976 breeding survey in Wales may imply significant under-
recording elsewhere. He has hopes for that successful raptor, the 
Black Kite, to become a British breeder eventually. 

From status to persecution is but a short step. In correspondence 
with the author after his return to Kenya, he told me that the 
pungency of his views on this issue might be too strong for the 
tastes of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and the Nature 
Conservancy Council. I cherish the belief that what he has to say 
will be acceptable to both organisations. For myself, I regard his 
unabashed naming of one Highland estate, on which open gin traps 
were set for Golden Eagles in 1966, as a welcome fingerpost to a 
more purposive exposure of arrogant and ignorant selfishness. 

We are told that the manuscript was delivered in December 1972 
and, thus, it has taken 3 ! years to process, an inordinate length of 
time even by publishing standards. In the case of such an important 
and good book as this one, it is to be regretted that the opportunity 
was missed to carry out some gentle editing on the repetitions and to 
furnish an addendum of the most recent work. D E R E K B A R B E R 
Parent Birds and their Young. By Alexander F. Skutch. 
University of Texas Press, Austin and London, 1976. 503 
pages; 116 black-and-white photographs; several figures. 
£17-90-
The author of this book has been studying the birds of Central 
America for more than 40 years and has an impressive list of papers 
on them to his credit. He has written this book as a complete survey 
of the reproduction of birds, drawing on examples from all over the 
world, but it is perhaps not surprising, nor does it necessarily detract 
from the work, that he quotes very frequently from his own and 
other people's studies on the birds with which he is most familiar. 
What this means is that, as well as being informed about the subject 
of the title, one is gaining proportionately more knowledge about 
the birds of Central America. 

The book takes one through the entire breeding cycle, from the 
formation of the pair, though with rather little detail on actual 
behaviour, via territory, nesting seasons, the nest, eggs, incubation, 
and nestlings, to the independence of the young from their parents. 
Chapters entitled 'Crafts and materials used in nest building', 
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'Neglectful fathers', 'Patterns of incubation', 'The male parent's 
discovery of the nestlings' and 'The nest as a dormitory' give some 
idea of the depth of the coverage, as well as of the style in which the 
author does not hesitate to use commonplace words of description 
where a pedant might demand biological terms. There are 34 
chapters in all, plus about 800 references, in this large and weighty 
book. Although the quality of the photographs, and especially 
of their reproduction, is not good, they are mostly selected to 
illustrate a particular point. They are reinforced by a small number 
of line-drawings and tables. 

In assessing the value of this book to the general reader, one has 
to repeat the proviso that it is quite heavily biased to America, and 
to Central America in particular. Many groups of birds, especially 
those confined to the Old World, and some regions, for example the 
Arctic, get comparatively scant treatment. References to North 
Atlantic seabirds, to waders, and to waterfowl, are all comparatively 
few. Only one page is devoted to the Arctic, the problems it poses 
to birds breeding there and the adaptations they have had to make 
in order to do so. To balance these shortcomings, there are 75 
citations concerning New World flycatchers, nearly as many each on 
tanagers and hummingbirds, and no less than 20 pages covering 
the tropics, going into great detail on relative nesting seasons, 
nesting success and reproductive potential of tropical birds. More 
than usual, I [feel, in a book purporting to cover the world's birds, 
this one reflects the author's special interest. 

This criticism apart, the book is a veritable mine of information, 
is well produced and is a positive delight to read. Personal observa
tions abound, always acute, often witty. What could so easily have 
been a stodgy compendium of facts culled from the literature is, 
instead, a work which conveys its information in a way that makes 
reading it or consulting it«a pleasure. It may not be as fully compre
hensive in its scope as the blurb claims, but it certainly succeeds 
both as a review of the reproduction of all birds and, even more, as a 
source of information on the breeding habits of Central American 
birds, for which the literature is not always readily accessible to the 
European reader. What is strange about the sex life of the Bellicose 
Elaenia ? Why does the Fasciated Antshrike sometimes present food 
items to her unhatched eggs ? The answers can be found in this book, 
and much, much more besides. M. A. O G I L V I E 
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