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Birds of the Middle East and North Africa. By P. A. D. Hollom, R. F. 
Porter, S. Christensen and Ian Willis. T. & A. D. Poyser, Calton, 
1988. 320 pages; 710 colour illustrations; 182 line-drawings; 499 
distribution maps. £14.00. 
This publication represents another major step forward in the continuing development of 
field guides. Peterson, Mountfort & Hollom's A Field Guide to the Birds of Britain and Europe 
broke new ground when it was published in 1954 by including the birds of Europe in an 
illustrated field guide for the first time. The geographical area was expanded by Heinzel, 
Fitter & Parslow with the publication, in 1972, of their field guide The Birds of Britain and 
Europe with North Africa and the Middle East. Despite the considerable increase during the last 
ten years or so of European birdwatchers visiting North Africa and the Middle East, no 
new field guide has attempted to cover the region with or without Britain and Europe. 
Indeed, as recently as September 1987, the Heinzel, Fitter & Parslow field guide was, not 
unexpectedly, voted the most useful field guide in North Africa and the Middle East by 
the members of the British Birds Rarities Committee (Brit. Birds 80: 401-403). That would 
no longer be the case, as Birds of the Middle East and North Africa, which has no pretensions to 
cover the birds of Britain and Europe and has, therefore, far more space to devote to the 
species of the region, is a better field guide to the birds of the area, by a large margin. 

It is important to understand that it is intended as a companion to A Field Guide to the 
Birds of Britain and Europe, which was also co-authored by P. A. D. Hollom. As a 
consequence, not only vagrants and rare visitors but also many breeding birds of the 
region are neither illustrated nor covered in the text from an identification viewpoint if 
they already appeared in the earlier field guide. Their status and habitat within the region 
are given, however, and, for breeding species, a distribution map is provided. Some 
characteristic breeding species which are neither described nor illustrated are the four 
European vultures, Short-toed Circaetus gallicus, Booted Hieraaetus pennatus and Bonelli's 
Eagles H. fasciatus, Scops Owl Otus scops, Rufous Bush Robin Cercotrichas galactotes, Blue 
Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius, Fan-tailed Cisticola juncidis, Spectacled Sylvia conspicillata, 
Subalpine S. cantillans, Sardinian S. melanocephala and Orphean Warblers S. hortensis and 
Spanish Sparrow Passer hispaniolensis. To have included all the region's species would have 
made for a much larger and more expensive book (and perhaps not a field guide at all), 
but it is nevertheless irritating not to have many of the area's breeding birds and not to 
have European confusion species available for quick reference in the same volume. 

The species accounts, line-drawings and distribution maps occur together, whilst the 
colour illustrations are included on 40 almost centrally positioned plates. The hard cover 
seems tough, and the binding of the review copy was adequate to survive a two-week field-
test in the region without apparent deterioration, but only time will tell if a copy can 
physically stand up to more regular use in the rigours of the area's climate and 
conditions. 

The species accounts are particularly good, and identification characters are covered in 
commendable depth for a field guide, though the traveller to the region could wish for 
more detail on local races of otherwise-familiar species. The distribution maps, with 
assistance and clarification from the species accounts on migration and wintering, are 
also well produced, though perhaps they suffer from lack of frequent and wide coverage 
by observers, owing to terrain and the political climate in parts of the region. The line-
drawings are very good and are used not only to illustrate great rarities in the area (e.g. 
Red Turtle Dove Streptopelia tranquebarica, Golden Pipit Tmetothylacus tenellus, Blue-and-
white Flycatcher Muscicapa cyanomelana), but also to compare like species (e.g. 50 drawings 
of five eagles, eight drawings of six male wheatears in flight). 

It is the colour illustrations to which most observers refer and which play a large part in 
the popularity of any bird-book. Though there is much to admire in many of the 
individual paintings, the plates are generally rather disappointing. Several, particularly 
amongst the passerines, are too pale and 'washed-out' and a number of the handwritten 
captions are misleadingly positioned. As can be deduced from 710 illustrations on 40 

82 



Reviews 83 

plates each 136 mm X 216 mm (an average of nearly 18 per plate), several illustrations 
are far too small. Also, there are no cross-references from the plates to the text. It would 
have been nice to see more space allocated to the colour illustrations, so that they could 
have been individually larger, more in number for many species and, in some pertinent 
cases, with confusion species alongside. Fewer paintings per plate, perhaps with printed 
captions, would also have removed any doubt about which species is which. 

This book clearly fills a vacant niche, and does it very well. It is a must for every 
birdwatcher who intends to visit the Middle East or North Africa. P E T E R L A N S D O W N 

A Passion for Birds: dedicated to die Royal Society for die Protection 
of Birds on its centenary. Edited and compiled by Tony Soper. David 
& Charles, Newton Abbott, 1988. 208 pages; 69 colour plates; 70 black-
and-white plates; 21 line-drawings. £10.95. 
Cleverly conceived, well written, and richly illustrated, Tony Soper's 'complete birdside 
bedside book' is a delightful read. Basically, it is a personal travelogue enhanced by a 
multitude of bird facts, birdwatching anecdotes and some review articles. It is something of a 
hotch-potch, with items drawn loosely under headings such as 'discovering birds', 'ticking 
and twitching', 'courtship and family life', 'birds in boxes', 'bird gardening', 'seabirds' and 
'flight'. The list of contributors is a veritable 'Who's who' in ornithology, ranging from 
Hortus Sanitatus, John Ray and Gilbert White, through Col. R. Meinertzhagen, Viscount 
Grey of Fallodon, and Seton Gordon, to Dr Bruce Campbell, Chris Mead and Richard 
Millington. Topics covered scan the profound and the practical with a high element of 
humour, so one jumps from habitat loss, ringing recoveries, desert-island birds, nest-box 
construction, bird-table recipes, earthworm culture and speedy nest building to comic turns. 
The book is guaranteed to have something for everyone, whether casual birdwatcher, 
passionate twitcher or starchy professional. Recommended reading. DAVID G L U E 
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