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Man and Wildfowl. By Janet Kear. T. & A. D. Poyser, London, 1990. 288 
pages; 103 black-and-white plates; 65 line-drawings. £17.00. 
Man has had an involvement with wildfowl since he first collected a few eggs and took them 
back to his cave for supper. This excellent and thorough account begins by describing how 
the Chinese and the Egyptians domesticated ducks and geese over 4,000 years ago. In the 
eighteenth century, thousands of geese would take the long road from the Fens to markets in 
London, travelling at no more than one mile an hour, and wearing specially made boots to 
protect their feet. In France, geese are still force-fed to produce the much-desired foie gras. 

If man was not domesticating wildfowl, he was trapping them in specially built duck-
decoys and shooting them, originally for food, latterly for sport. Duck-decoys have now 
virtually disappeared, except for a few preserved for catching and ringing. Wildfowling 
continues, however, though much better regulated than it once was, even if British 
wildfowlers still fiercely defend night-shooting, a practice that has long since been banned in 
North America and almost every other European country for the obvious reasons that quarry 
identification is at the very least suspect and disturbance of roosts inevitable. 

Conservation, research and education are the three main planks of the Wildfowl and 
Wetlands Trust's work and these are covered in the detail they deserve. Aviculture has 
played an important part in the conservation of some species, and this, too, is treated 
thoroughly. A more contentious outcome of aviculture has been the release or escape into 
the wild of alien species, including the Canada Goose Branta canadensis, Mandarin Aix 
galericulata and Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis. 

Not all associations of wildfowl with man are benign, and among conflicts discussed in a 
separate chapter are those of geese and agriculture (though I was disappointed that the story 
seemed to end nearly 20 years ago). To describe some incidents of Pink-footed Geese Anser 
bracbyrbynchus eating unharvested carrots in Lancashire in the 1970s as 'one of the most 
serious allegations of crop damage' is to ignore what Barnacle Geese B. leucopsis and Brent 
Geese B. bemicla have been doing on a far larger scale over the last decade or more. 

The chapter on legend, language and art is a delight, with wonderfully apposite 
illustrations throughout, as indeed is true of the whole book, with many by one of my 
favourites, Thomas Bewick. Wildfowl turn up in myth and legend all over the world and have 
been the subject of poetry, literature and superb paintings. There is also a rather turgid 
ballet score. I do have one quibble here, which is that to consult just The Oxford Dictionary of 
English Place-Names is to ignore the equal riches that would have been found in a book on 
Scottish place-names. The Gaelic, too, produces plenty of examples, it being quite 
appropriate that the RSPB now owns Loch a'Gheoidh (Loch of the Geese) on Islay. 

There is a final thought-provoking chapter looking into the future, not all of it rosy. This 
rounds off a thoroughly readable book, full of interest, often charmingly anecdotal, and as 
complete a survey of its subject as one could wish for. M A L C O L M O G I L V I E 

Bird Songs of Israel and the Middle East. By Krister Mild. Two 
cassettes, explanatory booklet and check-list of Israeli birds. Bird 
Recording Services, London, 1990. £26.95. 
This neat package scores over most compilations by 80 pages of small print in a booklet, 
giving details of each recording (the kind of vocalisation, place, date, whether analogue or 
digital, and recordist) and a description of what you hear, together with brief notes on the 
species' status and habitat. This is a clear and helpful discussion, for which average field 
guides have insufficient space. The phonetic renderings of calls are carefully considered (and 
only rarely, compared with some translations, does the attempt fail in English, while no 
doubt being more successful in Swedish). The tapes themselves are thorough and good, with 
few notable omissions (Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus is one), and many previously 
unpublished species. The bands are introduced by an unfortunately dull voice in English; 
with 114 species on four sides of tape, it takes a while to find what you want (compact discs 
with their skip-find facility beat cassettes easily at this). The recordings are mostly very good, 
some with a noticeable 'halo' of faint sound around the bird's voice. There is a justifiable 
plea not to copy the tapes for a friend—'spare a thought for a birdwatcher with meagre 
financial resources trying to recover his costs'—but the price is rather high. R OB H U ME 
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