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On our home ground at least, we
British birders exhibit a curiously
ambivalent attitude to some of the
so-called ‘gamebirds’: Ptarmigan
Lagopus mutus, Black Grouse
Tetrao tetrix, Capercaillie T. uro-
gallus and Common Quail
Coturnix coturnix are real birds,
while Red-legged Partridge Alec-
toris rufa and Common Pheasant
Phasianus colchicus are definitely
not. Red Grouse L. lagopus and
(because of their recent scarcity)
Grey Partridge Perdix perdix fall
somewhere between these
extremes, but not too near the ‘real
bird’ end of things. Overseas, all
that changes, as we track down
francolins Francolinus and quails,
Himalayan Snowcocks Tetraogallus
himalayensis and exotic pheas-
ants…

We really ought to see them all
for the fascinating birds that they
are, and this is exactly what the
authors do in this impressive new
book, the latest in the well-known
Christopher Helm series. They
have crossed the line beyond the
Galliformes to include button-
quails (Gruiformes), the Plains-

wanderer (Charadriiformes) and
sandgrouse (Pterocliformes), but I
have no problem with that: it
seems to me a perfectly natural and
reasonable extension of the book’s
coverage.

The species texts follow the
usual format in books of this kind,
and, judging from the birds of
which I have some first-hand
knowledge, are informative,
concise and accurate. Thirteen
pages of bibliography (useful in
themselves) attest to the degree of
homework that has gone into each
compilation. I particularly liked the
extensive comments on status,
where Phil McGowan’s specialist
knowledge on the conservation of
these birds in the wild comes into
its own. It is a sobering thought
that no fewer than 54 of the species
described in this book are listed by
BirdLife International as ‘threat-
ened’ in some degree.

Inevitably with a Christopher
Helm book, the colour plates will
come in for close scrutiny. There
are many rather undistinguished-
looking birds in these species
groups; but also some real corkers.

I do not much like the plates
showing the Alectoris and Perdix
partridges, but otherwise I feel the
artists are to be congratulated on
their highly commendable results.
For the work of seven different
illustrators to blend together so
well must in itself be something of
an achievement.

All in all, this is a very good
book; it certainly strikes me as an
eye-opener to a rather neglected
and, dare I say it, somewhat less
than ‘popular’ assemblage of birds.
It deserves to do well, but at £45 it
might not. The price seems
inordinately high when you con-
sider that you can buy the raptors
volume from the same series for
only £4 more: it has almost twice as
many pages and 40 more colour
plates!

Mike Everett
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Hummingbirds (Trochilidae) fasci-
nate birders and non-birders alike:
small and brightly coloured, they
possess unique powers of flight and
the endearing habit of visiting
feeders. One character that is,
however, not widely appreciated by
birders, is the ease with which
many individuals avoid specific
identification. Some achieve this by
high-speed perpetual motion,
while others rely on our inability to
distinguish between a number of
similar species. For most of those

in the latter category, we now have
this guide, which covers the 14
species that regularly breed north
of Mexico, and ten others which
have been recorded in the USA.

The splendid introduction
deals authoritatively, yet in a clear
and reader-friendly manner, with a
myriad of topics, including
plumage iridescence, albinism, the
impact of environmental factors on
appearance, flight, metabolism,
torpidity, food, nests and eggs.
The subjects treated most compre-
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This quite excellent book was first
published in German in 1990, and
Oxford University Press had the
good sense to have it translated
into English so that it could reach a
wider audience. A German second
edition was published in 1999, and
this was subsequently translated
into English (again by OUP) in
2001. So what has changed since
the first edition? In my view, it
remains the most authoritative
review of the subject, and even
more so now it has been brought
up to date with over 200 additional
references. The introductory chap-
ters are broadly similar to those in
the first edition, and detail the
history and methods of studying
bird migration. They have been
expanded and updated a little, and
form a valuable basis for what
follows. The heart of the book
comprises three large chapters on

the phenomena, control and mech-
anisms of migration. My own fasci-
nation with bird movements
involves the interaction between
the genetic control of migration
and the influence of natural selec-
tion. It has long been known that
many small passerines migrate
alone and predominantly at night.
Their migratory tendencies are
governed by innate course and dis-
tance components. Peter Berthold
has been at the forefront of
research in showing that both of
these components are inherited,
and that they are under strong
selective control: get it wrong and
you end up in the middle of an
ocean or a desert, and very dead!
These three chapters tell us the
present state of knowledge of this,
and in a style that I found both
lucid and informative.

The author discusses examples

that will be of real interest to
British readers. My generation of
birders (the fifty-somethings!) will
remember the days when you just
didn’t see Blackcaps Sylvia atri-
capilla in winter. Now, of course,
they are relatively commonly
encountered in the south and west.
The origins and history of win-
tering Blackcaps make for a fasci-
nating read, and indicate how
evolution can take place relatively
rapidly when the conditions for
natural selection are favourable.
Rarity hunters will enjoy the dis-
cussion of ‘Sibes’; the possibility
that these often-glamorous
vagrants are disoriented birds with
a defective internal compass is dis-
cussed. There is certainly evidence
that some individuals deviate from
the ‘normal’ direction of autumnal
orientation, and, if Pallas’s Leaf
Warblers Phylloscopus proregulus
show as much variation in orienta-
tion as do Blackcaps, it is certainly
possible that species such as this
turn up in northwest Europe as a
result of ‘reverse migration’.
Berthold suggests that these errors
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hensively are, however, those which
have a bearing on field identifica-
tion: taxonomy, size, structure,
topography, natural variation
within a species, hybrids, voice,
wing-noise, aerial displays, behav-
iour, moult, wear, ageing and
habitat. The introduction is illus-
trated by colour photographs,
accompanied by detailed explana-

tory captions.
The species accounts section

contains summaries of the charac-
teristics of the 14 genera, and of
particularly problematical pairs
and groups of species, in addition
to the species texts and colour pho-
tographs. Each species, on average,
occupies about seven pages,
including eight to nine illustra-
tions. The text presents a wealth of
identification data; in addition to
overall length, bill length and notes
on each species’ key features, there
are extremely informative para-
graphs headed ‘Structure’, ‘Similar
species’, ‘Voice and Sounds’, and
‘Description’. Where appropriate,
these cover each age and sex cate-
gory and tackle the most difficult
identification challenges head-on.
Errors in the texts appear to be few,
and trivial. Line drawings which
illustrate structural differences
between species are most useful.

Over 3,000 colour photographs
were considered before the final
selection was made. The result is an

impressive array of superb images,
prominent amongst which are
some amazing shots of adult males
displaying breathtaking irides-
cence. From an identification view-
point, however, the photographs of
adult females and immatures are
far more instructive, especially
when studied in combination with
the discerning comments, which
direct the reader’s eye to the critical
features, in the often-lengthy cap-
tions.

Do not be misled by the sub-
title: although the book is indeed
generously decorated with high
quality colour photographs, it is
the author’s identification expertise
and presentation of the results of
his considerable field experience
and desktop research that really
bring it to life. If you plan to see
hummingbirds in North America,
then your identification strike rate
will be far higher with this guide
than without it.

Peter Lansdown
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may, however, be due to anomalies
in the earth’s magnetic field and
discloses how this has been shown
to be the case in Pied Flycatchers
Ficedula hypoleuca. Key experi-
ments to investigate this possibility
further might be to trap such
vagrants and measure their orien-
tation direction. Small sample sizes
will, however, be a difficult hurdle
to overcome: one Thick-billed
Warbler Acrocephalus aedon every
30 years will not advance know-
ledge very rapidly.

As if this were not enough,
Berthold also discusses the threats
to migrants, especially that of

Today, Greenland is a modern
society with a population which
enjoys a standard of living compa-
rable to that of other western coun-
tries. Until relatively recently,
however, it was based on a subsis-
tence economy of hunting and
fishing, and even in today’s cash-
based economy a few thousand
people still depend on hunting and
small-scale fishing, although now
equipped with fast boats and
modern firearms. Hunting is also a
favourite pastime for a large pro-
portion of the male population.
Small wonder, therefore, that several
populations of game species (birds
and mammals) are in trouble, and
the same holds true for some fish
and shrimp stocks targeted by the
country’s modern fishing fleet.

Kjeld Hansen’s book gives a
well-documented and up-to-date
description of this situation. The
original Danish edition appeared a
few weeks before the Landsting (the
parliament of Greenland) dis-
cussed and passed a new set of reg-
ulations concerning bird hunting.
Although they had been in prepa-
ration long before the book came
out, its publication and the ensuing
debate perhaps helped the regula-
tions through the process. Com-
pared with hunting regulations in
most other countries they are cer-
tainly not very restrictive, but still
considerably more so than those
which they replaced. If followed up
by adequate enforcement and
public education they may, in fact,
give hope for the remnant popula-
tions of Common Eiders Somateria
mollissima, Brünnich’s Guillemots
Uria lomvia and other species in
Greenland.

Kaj Kampp

human predation, and those
resulting from ‘global warming’
and climate change. His view that
some of our familiar species are
under real threat makes for a
sobering conclusion to a highly
readable and highly thought-pro-
voking book. Congratulations to
both the author and the publisher
for a valuable contribution to the
ornithological literature. This con-
tinues to be a book that explains
bird migration in an easy style, and
it should be on every thinking
birder’s bookshelf.

David Parkin

This small book is the fifth in a
series of inventories of hybrid
ducks. Although it follows the
format of the previous volume,
published in 1996, the plumage
descriptions given in the four pre-
vious publications have not been
repeated. This book contains a new
set of brief descriptions, as well as
photographs of first-generation
hybrids which the authors investi-
gated up to January 2001. It also
includes notes on an additional 400
crosses, most of which are ‘back-
crosses, multiple hybrids and some
hybrids which might be second- or
third-generation hybrids’. Con-
fused? Not as much as you will be
once you start looking at the pho-
tographs, some of which are truly
bewildering. Try the Tufted Duck
Aythya fuligula × King Eider Soma-
teria spectabilis (aged 18-20 years),
the Chilöe Wigeon Anas sibilatrix ×
leucistic Laysan Teal A. laysanensis
or the Coscoroba Swan Coscoroba
coscoroba × Nene Branta sandvi-
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censis. These three examples alone
make it clear that birdwatchers
have absolutely no chance of cor-
rectly identifying some of these
hybrids once they escape into the
wild.

So what does this and the other
volumes in the series hold for the
ordinary birdwatcher? Well, there
are enough ‘natural’ hybrids
covered, such as Eurasian Teal Anas
crecca × Green-winged Teal A. caro-
linensis, Canvasback Aythya val-
isineria × Common Pochard 
A. ferina, and Eurasian Wigeon
Anas penelope × American Wigeon
A. americana, to make it a very
useful addition to any duck
watcher’s library.

Keith Vinicombe
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