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Bird Migration in Africa: movements between six continents. By Kai 
Curry-Lindahl. Academic Press, 1981. 2 vols, lxxxix + 695 pages; many 
text maps; 32 monochrome plates. Vol. 1, £41.40; vol. 2, £20.60. 
A price which is unusually high, coupled with the reputation of the publishing house, suggests 
that here is something rather special. Indeed, with a distinguished author, and a statement in 
the preface that the draft outline was prepared as long ago as 1961,1 expected a major work. I n 
the event, I found it grandiose rather than grand, seriously out of date (the manuscript was 
apparently completed in 1977) and very uneven in its treatment. 

In his preface, the author writes 'It was indeed pretentious to attempt writing another book 
on bird migration in Africa so soon after Moreau's last book was published. That I humbly 
tried to do so was not only motivated by my contractual commitment, but also by the fact that 
there are subject areas which were either not touched upon by Moreau or were left in
complete.' Later he comments 'Particularly important in this respect are the two masterly 
major works by R. E. Moreau: "Bird Faunas of Africa and its Islands" (1966) and "Palearctic-
African Bird Migration Systems" (1972) which stand out as two synthesising pillars of 
knowledge.' How true an assessment, and how sad that his own work oilers so little that is new. 
whether of fact or of synthesis. Despite a bibliography of over 30 pages, the work appears to 
lean heavily on the contributions of a relatively small number of authors such as Ash. Elgood. 
Fry, Morel and—time and again—Moreau. The outstandingly interesting discoveries by 
Backhurst, Pearson and colleagues of mid-winter movements at Ngulia in the Tsavo national 
park are given most of a chapter, and rightly so. But, with few exceptions, such as his detailed 
work on Yellow Wagtails, the author's own (ieldwork as recorded in these volumes might more 
appropriately have appeared under a more modest heading of the type 'A contribution to the 
ornithology of. . .' 

Tables and maps form the core of the work. Chapter 4, 'Eurasian (chiefly Palearctic) 
migrants to Africa' runs to about 160 pages and comprises a massive summary table and maps 
depicting the breeding-season and winter ranges in Africa for most species. Some of the maps 
carry arrows. On some maps the arrows indicate migration routes; on others they suggest the 
general direction of movement. It is often difficult to distinguish the two functions. Do Honey 
Buzzards really cross the Sahara anywhere along its enormous east-west frontage, with no 
concentration at either end of the Mediterranean? The tabular text, although headed 
'Southernmost wintering area or occasional records', generally expresses in words what is 
depicted in the maps. Chapter 5—some 20 pages—is devoted mainly to a timetable for 
migration, with the five column headings 'Species', 'Departure from or passage through 
Zaire', 'Departure from other areas of Africa', 'Arrival in Sweden' and 'Departure from 
Sweden'. Chapter 8, which occupies some 200 pages, tabulates with some maps what is known 
of African migrants within Africa. Here the column headings are 'Species', 'Breeding area', 
'Period in breeding area', 'Non-breeding area', 'Period in non-breeding area' and 'Remarks'. 
There are so many gaps, in so many of the columns, that one wonders whether this extravagant 
way of pointing the need for further research is really justified. 

The slimmer second volume includes a number of discussion chapters, some of which 
disappoint because there is apparently so little yet to tell; and then there are more tables. 
'Habitats of Palearctic migrants in Africa which do not breed regularly in the tropics' occupies 
about 20 pages: I could have done with more. The VVhitethroat habitat in Africa is sum
marised as "Hillside scrub, habitats with scattered shrubs, bush and woodland savannas and 
thornbush steppe indicate a preference for rather dry and open country. Exists also, but rarely, 
in habitats with more lush vegetation, even in glades of the lowland rain-forest (Zaire). Some 
habitats are shared with the preceding species [Lesser VVhitethroat].' The table 'Behavioural 
characteristics of Eurasian migrants in their African winter quarters', occupying a dozen 
pages, is very uneven in its treatment. For example, the Yellow Wagtail gets 120 words, while 
the VVheatear receives about average treatment, thus 'On migration in northern Africa the 
species may often congregate in flocks of up to several hundred individuals on favourable 
feeding sites, but elsewhere it is solitary and territorial.' Of the VVhitethroat, all that is written 
is 'Sings occasionally'. 
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Table XIII, 'Examples of interspecific relations', seems potentially interesting and useful, 
but perhaps fails to justify the ten pages it occupies. For example, the entry for Tawny Pipit 
reads 'Found in the same habitat as the dark plain-backed pipit (.4. kucophrys), and for the 
House Martin 'Has been regularly observed in the Kenya highlands feeding in the same air 
strata as Swifts (Morcau 1972).' The Yellow Wagtail is awarded a full column-length of text 
ending 'Association with reptiles may be exemplified by feeding close beside resting Nile 
crocodiles or perching on the top of a bush where a sand-snake was basking.' 

It is not clear for which readership the work is intended. Presumably, few amateurs will feel 
justified in paying the high price, especially when they can get much information and more 
mental stimulation from Morcau's work. Will professionals welcome being told 'Ecologically 
there is a fundamental distinction between savanna- and forest-dwelling birds'? Frankly, I 
doubt whether the time was yet ripe for a comprehensive up-dating of Moreau's work, but, 
given that there was a contractual commitment to publish something, surely the publishers 
could have contemplated a less extravagant, more useful, format. Add to a plan which it is all 
too easy to criticise, poor sub-editing (for example an erratum map is added loose, while the 
new species 'Lesser black-headed gull' appears in both text and index) and the result is a 
thoroughly disappointing book, from an author who could certainly have given us something 
much more worthwhile. ROBERT SPENCER 

The Birds of the West Midlands. By Graham R. Harrison, Alan R. 
Dean, Alan J. Richards and David Smallshire. West Midland Bird 
Club, Studley, 1982. 494 pages; 82 black-and-white plates; some line-
drawings. £15.00. 
The West Midlands is one of the most populous areas of the world, yet contains such 

ornithological treasures as the bulk of Britain's breeding Marsh Warblers and such scenic 
treasures as Dovedale. The area also has one of the greatest densities of birdwatchers, and a 
long history of innovative ornithology. It is no surprise, therefore, to find that a book 
summarising the birdlife of the area is thorough, yet always readable. Taking natural regions 
in this large area, the first eight chapters deal in detail with the history and topography. The 
bulk of the book (60%) is, however, not unexpectedly, devoted to the systematic list with, 
where appropriate, histograms showing distribution of records by months and by five-year 
periods, tables, photographs and drawings. Breeding distributions (mapped by 10-km 
squares) are shown in a separate section (space-saving, but, personally, I wish that they had 
been in the appropriate positions in the systematic list). 

A fault of many county avifaunas is the absence of good maps showing localities; that is not 
the ease here. 'Together with the excellent essays describing the areas and well-chosen 
photographs, the atmosphere of this heartland of England is brilliantly presented: I feel now 
that I know many of the areas which I have never visited. 

The 2,000 members of the West Midland Bird Club have been well served. Doubtless they 
will soon make its systematic list out-of-date, and man's activities may modify the habitats, but 
the next book dealing with the birds of the West Midlands, even if it is not named as a revision 
of this one, will be based firmly on the work clone by Graham Harrison, Alan Dean, Alan 
Richards and David Smallshire. J . T. R. SHARROCK 
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