
Tundra Plovers:
the Eurasian, Pacific
and American 
Golden Plovers and
Grey Plover
By Ingvar Byrkjedal & D. B. A. Thompson.
T. & A. D. Poyser, London, 1998. 
422 pages; 124 figures and tables; 1 colour
plate; 56 black-and-white photographs. 
ISBN 0-85661-109-3. £27.95.

The Pluvialis plovers form a distinctive 
genus or subfamily, now the subject of 
an admirably thorough monograph. The
authors, who claim a joint 50 years of study
and whose expertise on these species is
widely recognised, reveal themselves not
only as scientists, but also as enthusiasts for
the birds and their habitats. We learn how
tundra plovers behave, in the Arctic, on their
wintering grounds and on migration, and
about their biogeography and morphology.
Plumages are described, including the little-
known eclipse, and identification is explored
sufficiently to satisfy most readers. Estimates
of total population are revised sharply
upwards for all four species, but there is
speculation on the effects of continued
habitat loss and, alarmingly, on how global

warming might destroy tundra worldwide
within the next century. There are many
pleasing illustrations by the first author;
diagrams, however, are frequently so
complex and printed so small that they fail to
make their points clearly, and typographical
errors and editing inconsistencies are too
frequent. Taking the book as a whole, the
authors can claim a first-rate achievement,
well worthy of these thrilling birds.

JOHN MARCHANT

Birds of the West Indies
By Herbert Raffaele, James Wiley, Orlando
Garrido, Allan Keith & Janis Raffaele.
Christopher Helm/A. & C. Black, London,
1998. 511 pages; 86 colour plates;
distribution maps. ISBN 0-7136-4905-4.
£35.00.

This book will set the standard for regional
guides in the future. There is the usual Helm
layout, but chapters on biogeography and
conservation in the Caribbean in particular
make this book really special. The text is
clear, concise and accurate throughout. There
is a useful locality checklist, and the standard
of illustrations is high in all but a few cases.

The species accounts have a deliberately
brief identification section which focuses on
the diagnostic features. The range section
concentrates on the Caribbean distribution,
and there is a section giving useful
additional information.

There are a few typographical errors and
the odd contentious point, but in general
this is a superb book – indispensable if you
are going to, or have been to, the West
Indies, and a joy to have even if you never
will. In addition, some of the profits from
the book will benefit conservation efforts
on the islands.

ANDY MITCHELL
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Modern Wildlife
Painting
By Nicholas Hammond. Pica Press,
Mountfield, 1999. 240 pages; over 140
paintings or prints by 89 artists. 
ISBN 1-873403-55-0. Hardback £35.00.

OK, it’s called ‘Wildlife Painting’, but the
vast majority of the subjects are birds. Does
this indicate artists’ preferences or author’s
prejudice? Whatever, it certainly qualifies
for a review in this journal.

First thing to be clear about: this is not a
‘coffee-table’ collection, mainly to be
looked at. Nicholas Hammond’s name is
boldly on the cover for a very good reason:
he’s written a lot of words. This is a book
that has to be read. In fact, it is only when
you read it and look at the pictures in
context that it truly makes sense. In effect,
the paintings become illustrations for and
of the text, which is arranged not purely
historically, but also under ‘topics’ such as
‘Working in the Field’, ‘Illustration for
Identification’ and so on. Most of the time,
this works splendidly, though there are
occasions when you find yourself
rummaging ahead, looking for the relevant
picture, and sometimes you simply don’t
find it. (For instance, there are lots of

mentions of Audubon, but not a single
example of his work.) No doubt there were
restrictions imposed by copyright, cost and
available space, but I think the truth is that
you will definitely get even more out of the
book if you already have a fairly wide
knowledge of wildlife art. That said, this is
an excellent introduction, history, analysis –
call it what you will – of the subject. And,
yes, it is good to look at, albeit that
inevitably a painting that is actually several
feet square does lose something by being
reduced to a few inches. But then I’m sure
Nick Hammond would agree that there is
nothing like the real thing. So, next time
you hear of an exhibition of wildlife art, hie
yourself along, and – thanks to this book – I
guarantee that you will view it with more-
discerning eyes.

BILL ODDIE

SHORT REVIEWS

Shorebirds. vol. 1

Video by Paul Doherty. Narrated by Bill
Oddie. Bird Images, Sherburn-in-Elmet,
1997. Running time 81 minutes. 
£16.95 + £1.00 p&p (£2.00 outside UK).

Excellent-quality video footage features
feeding, roosting and even flying waders.
Identification is dealt with in detail in the
commentary, and tricky species pairs are
well covered, with comparative features
usually illustrated in side-by-side stills.
With odd exceptions, most species are
featured in winter, breeding and juvenile
plumages, with excellent stills for missing
plumages. Calls are often audible and well
described and the viewer gets a real feel
for the jizz of the birds and their 
habitats. The commentary is commen-
dably thorough and informative without
being dull. A useful feature is an on-screen
display showing month and location of 
all footage.

GRAHAM P. CATLEY
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Bill Oddie’s Video Guide to
British Birds

Video by Paul Doherty. Commentary by 
Bill Oddie. Bird Images, Sherburn-in-Elmet,
1998. Running time 2 hours 47 minutes.
£16.95.

Covering over 270 species occurring
regularly in Britain, this is a very useful
reference tool for birders with some
experience. Image quality is generally
excellent, and good use is made of freeze-
frame and stills to highlight specific
identification points. A variety of
plumages is shown for each species, and
on-screen comparisons are made for some
problem groups. Bill Oddie’s businesslike
commentary concentrates on identification
features, some songs and calls, and
behavioural characteristics.

MATTHEW HARDING

Seabird City: A Guide to 
the Breeding Seabirds of the
Flamborough Headlands

By Richard Vaughan. Smith Settle, Otley,
1998. 206 pages; 130 colour and black-and-
white photographs; 1 map. 
ISBN 1-85825-110-9. Paperback £9.95.

Enthralled by the summer seabirds of
Yorkshire’s great white cape since 1966,
Richard Vaughan has now written a guide
to them and their cliffs. Five chapters
answer questions on the composition, scale
and monthly rhythm of England’s largest
seabird colony, fully illustrated by
instructive photographs of bird behaviour
and cliff sectors. Intriguing tales of the
‘climmers’ (egg-harvesters) add some
precarious humanity to this unpretentious
but informative book on half a million
marine beings.

D. I. M. WALLACE
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