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A Birdwatcher's Guide to Japan. By Mark Brazil. Kodansha 
International, 1987, 219 pages; 62 maps. £8,95. 
This, the best of two recently published books on bird-finding in Japan, is essential to any 
birder visiting the country. Sixty sites and areas are treated. For each locality a general 
introduction precedes a summary of 'Birds and seasons', and a section on 'How to get 
there' complements the excellent maps and provides useful suggestions for accommoda
tion. The main introduction includes short summaries of the climate and seasons, 
vegetation, and the Japanese avifauna. A chapter on practical advice ably covers the 
options and techniques for getting around and summarises the various accommodation 
options (certain establishments cater mainly for birders). A checklist is the most 
comprehensive and up-to-date available. 

This bird-site guide transcends the normal characteristics of the genus and is no weary 
gazetteer. It is a lively, authoritative and often thought-provoking read: unresolved 
questions of status and distribution are outlined where relevant. Alternative attractions 
are often mentioned, vocalisations of'target species' are usually described, identification 
pitfalls are remarked upon, interesting or visible mammals are mentioned, and the whole 
book is written in a refreshing, personal style. 

It would be complete madness for any birder facing the challenge of travel in Japan to 
be without this book. R O D M A R T I N S 

The Macmillan Field Guide to Bird Identification. By Alan Harris, 
Laurel Tucker and Keith Vinicombe. Macmillan, London, 1989. 224 
pages; 94 colour plates. £14.95. 
Despite there being many identification field guides to both British and European birds in 
print, no book to date has really dealt with the identification of difficult species and 
species groups in sufficient detail. The reason for this is obvious—lack of space for each 
bird when dealing with between 500 and 800 species. This new guide immediately solves 
this problem by omitting the easily identified species and concentrating on the more 
tricky ones. Written specifically with British birdwatchers in mind, the authors have 
chosen just over 200 species which they deal with in great detail. Rarity is not a 
consideration here: the separation of Song Thrush Turdus philomelos from Mistle Thrush T. 
viscivorus is covered as thoroughly as is that of Treecreeper Certhia familiaris from Short-
toed Treecreeper C. brachydactyla. They have produced a book to help British birdwatchers 
at all levels (except perhaps the extreme beginner) which contains a wealth of incredibly 
accurate and up-to-date information. 

Each group of species is covered in a chapter varying in length between one page 
(House Passer domesticus and Tree Sparrows P. montanus) and 11 'A pages (eclipse male, 
female and juvenile dabbling ducks Anas). All of the appropriate plumages are superbly 
illustrated by Alan Harris and the late Laurel Tucker and the book is worth obtaining for 
these alone. However, when accompanied by such a succinct and accurate text, this guide 
becomes of immense value and stands head and shoulders above any other guide that has 
yet been produced on bird identification in this country. 

I read each chapter through carefully and I think it fair to say that I learnt something 
new in almost every one. For example, how many people realise that some female 
Gadwalls Anas strepera lack a white speculum? Or that juvenile Black-tailed Godwits 
Limosa limosa of the Icelandic race are as bright orange on the throat and breast as are 
adults in summer plumage? Or that perhaps the easiest way to separate Lesser Grey 
Shrike Lanius minor (other than obvious adult males) from Great Grey Shrike /.. excubitor is 
by the much longer primary projection? I certainly didn't. 

I found it very difficult to fault this book in any way. A few minor points caught my eye: 
the shape of Sooty Shearwater Puffinus griseus is described as 'albatross-like', which doesn't 
seem quite right; the pale wing-panels on Icterine Warbler Hippolais icterina and Isabelline 
Shrike Lanius isabellinus are described as being formed by pale edgings to the tertials, 
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whereas these panels are made up primarily by the pale edgings to the secondaries (and 
the largest lowest tertials); and male Serin Serinus serinus is described as having bright 
yellow wing-bars, but is illustrated as having brown wing-bars. I am, however, really 
nitpicking here, and include these points only to illustrate how very few faults I could 
find. 

This really is a book that all birdwatchers in Britain would benefit from reading 
thoroughly from cover to cover and re-reading and referring to at regular intervals. I can't 
think of a more useful book to carry with you in the field in Britain and my copy will be 
based in my car for easy reference from now on. If you haven't gathered already from this 
review, I can't recommend this book too highly. Go out and buy a copy today. 

Wouldn't it be wonderful if this volume was to inspire similar guides to difficult species 
in other countries as well?Just imagine one for Israel by Killian Mullarney and Hadoram 
Shirihai and one for North America by Jon Dunn and Dave Sibley; or am I letting my 
imagination run away with me? DAVID FlSHER 

Birds in Ireland. By Clive D. Hutchinson. T. & A. D. Poyser, Calton, 
1989. 215 pages; 13 black-and-white photographs; 100 drawings by John 
Busby; 25 maps; 65 histograms; 62 tables. £19.00. 
For a country with such a small number of ornithologists, Ireland has produced some 
remarkable books about its avifauna, providing from time to time a stocktaking of the 
current knowledge about the status and distribution of its birds. The publication of the first 
book on the birds of Ireland, William Thompson's Natural History of Ireland, was in 1849-51; in 
1900 came Ussher & Warren's Birds of Ireland (the year in which was also published R. M. 
Barrington's outstanding The Migration of Birds as Observed at Irish Lighthouses and Lightships); 
another Birds of Ireland followed in 1954, this one by Kennedy, Ruttledge & Scroope; and in 
1966 appeared Ireland's Birds by Major Ruttledge. The present work, which is published to 
coincide with the 21st anniversary year of the Irish Wildbird Conservancy's foundation, is a 
comprehensive review of birds in the Republic and Northern Ireland, concentrating 
particularly on recording the enormous strides which have been made in Irish ornithology in 
the years 1966 to 1986, but fully documenting the status and distribution of all 397 species 
on the Irish List from the earliest known records. 

The result is an exceptional book, in every respect. Intended as a companion volume to the 
same publisher's Birds in Scotland, published in 1986, it inevitably invites comparison with that 
outstanding publication. The comparison is very favourable, and in some aspects it 
surpasses the earlier volume. 

In his introduction, Clive Hutchinson describes the explosion in knowledge of Irish birds 
in the last 20 years, where, as in Britain, much of the work has been carried out by the 
growing army of amateur birdwatchers with increasing work by professionals. 

He deliberately has tried to provide more than just a statement of the status of each 
species, placing the birds in the context of their environment in a chapter on the factors 
affecting the distribution of bird's; outlining briefly the history of ornithology and of the 
conservation movement in Ireland as further background in a subsequent introductory 
chapter; and summarising recent changes in status in a third one. This section of the book 
makes for really compelling reading. The style is brisk and authoritative; the facts are well 
researched and often surprising (for example, there are tables showing that there is good 
evidence for more species increasing than decreasing over the last 20 years); and the author's 
opinions are stimulating and challenging. He acknowledges that some birds have been found 
to be more common than was previously suspected, and that generally changes in status are 
difficult to measure because of the increase in intensity of observation over the last two 
decades. He acknowledges the contribution made to migration studies by experienced 
British birdwatchers assisting what he calls novice Irish birdwatchers in the late 1950s and 
1960s, but there were plenty of very able and energetic Irishmen active at the time, and 
certainly an ever-increasing number since then who are doing first-class work, as evidenced 
by the species accounts. 

As one would expect, these take up the major part of the book. The accounts are very 
readable, lucidly set out to relate many records to the main periods covered by the previous 
literature, and giving, for all 397 species recorded in Ireland up to 1986 (exactly 100 fewer 
than in Scotland), a comprehensive summary of all that is known about them. The quality 
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and detail of the information gathered is very impressive, and clearly represents an 
enormous amount of time in research and correspondence. The very clear histograms and 
the numerous tables assist the reader to absorb an immense amount of data without any 
effort. 

The Poyser touch ensures an attractively laid-out book of the highest quality. John Busby's 
pictures are a delight, whether evocative Irish scenes or drawings of birds in his distinctive 
style; and having one artist, rather than a dozen as in the companion volume, makes for a 
more pleasing and consistent appearance. The photographs are by Richard Mills, familiar to 
British birders, and, like the author, a resident of Cork. 

Clive Hutchinson has produced a book which will clearly be the standard reference on 
Irish birds for many years. It will be a major source of information and inspiration, for the 
author acknowledges that much still remains to be done in the future. He deserves the 
thanks of all who are interested in birds, ornithology and conservation in Ireland for his 
achievement. T O N Y MARR 

Owls of the Northern Hemisphere. By Karel H. Voous. Illustrated 
by Ad Cameron. Collins, London, 1988. 320 pages; 48 colour plates; 
numerous line-drawings; 24 distribution maps. £45.00. 
Just once in a while, among the hosts of ordinary bird books pouring off the presses, 
something exceptional comes one's way. It happens all too rarely, but when it does it is 
sheer delight. To pick up a book that looks and feels good, has an authoritative yet 
literate text, is superbly illustrated in both colour and black-and-white, and in every way 
is a pleasure to read, to look at, and to handle, is an experience that comes much less 
frequently than one would like, though is perhaps even more pleasurable because of its 
scarcity. Yes! I like this book! 

Professor Voous, author of the pioneering Atlas of European Birds (1960) and on the 
editorial board of BWP since its inception, has written a fine treatise on his life-long 
interest, owls. The 47 species occurring north of the tropics each receive detailed 
treatment, with from two to ten pages of text, a full-page colour plate and one or more 
pages of line-drawings. 

The text for each species begins with a discussion on relationships, taxonomic and 
ecological, then covers distribution (with maps at the end of the book), habitat, 
geographical and morphological variation, structure and senses, behaviour, ecology, 
breeding, food and feeding, movements and population dynamics, and concludes with a 
section on life in man's world. For some species, some of these sections are necessarily 
brief, though neatly highlighting the gaps in knowledge. 

The text is clear, comprehensive and well researched, as the nine-page, densely packed 
bibliography demonstrates. A check of the Barn Owl Tyto alba, a species I am currently 
interested in, showed that, although the recent (mainly since 1985) study in Ohio is not 
mentioned, coverage of other work in North America, as well as Eurasia, is very thorough. 

The plates, and the line-drawings, in this book are nothing less than outstanding. Each 
full-page colour plate (and the book measures 325 X 250 mm) shows an adult, or the pair, 
sometimes with food in claw or bill, or at the nest with chicks, and all meticulously detailed. 
And those eyes! I don't think I have ever been glared at so much. Large, staring, yellow eyes 
fix one with an unwinking, piercing inspection, with more than a touch of superiority. As if to 
lighten the effect, the pages of line-drawings are just the opposite; pages from a sketch-book 
of sleepy owls, preening owls, feeding owls, and just more and more delightful owls. 

It may seem like a lot of money, but it isn't, not for this book. Go and buy it. Beg it as a gift. 
Borrow it, though preferably don't steal it. This is THE book on owls, and author, artist and 
publisher are all to be congratulated on producing such a magnificent work devoted to these 
fascinating birds. M. A. O Gil. VIE 
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