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Animal behaviour has grown into a
distinct discipline in the last two
decades, complete with its own
organisations and journals. Much
of the literature relating to birds is
in behavioural and more general
scientific journals and rather little
in the major bird titles. As a result,
most birders will not be very up to
date or familiar with the subject
material treated here. Michl
devotes two major sections to com-
munication and breeding. He does
not tackle foraging, however, which
has been the other major area of
interest in behavioural ecology. He
has clearly read the literature
extensively, since there is good cov-
erage of European and American
journals. Many of the 457 refer-
ences are recent, with about half
from the last decade.

In plumage and coloration, we
are beginning to understand what
makes a top-quality bird and how
coloured badges signal rank. Some
colours, red especially, may be

up a wide variety of interesting
snippets. Many are described as
being unusual among birds. Of
quite a few points I thought, ‘that
would make an interesting study’.
Each family also has a whole-page
illustration by Szabolcs Kókay,
whose work will be familiar to
those who followed the British
Birds Bird Illustrator of the Year
Award closely. Many of these draw-
ings have a strange charm and wit,
although 48 pages could have been
used differently to improve com-
munication of the book’s theme.

The writing style is clear but
terse, often reading like a sequence
of paper summaries. There are no
figures or illustrations to support
the chain of argument and assist its
communication. Often I would
have liked to know a bit more
about just how a particular experi-
ment was designed (the best are
now very clever) or to see some of
the actual analysis of data. I would
also have liked to see more
attempts to synthesise and sum-
marise current knowledge.

I think many BB readers would
enjoy this book and few could fail
to learn something new and inter-
esting about bird behaviour. If you
were looking for a topic or
methodological ideas for a behav-
ioural study, this would be a partic-
ularly good read.

Colin Bibby

expensive to make so not easy to
fake. Unlike humans (and mam-
malian predators), birds can see
ultraviolet and this, for example, is
the basis for mate choice in the
Blue Tit Parus caeruleus. The sexes
appear identical to the human eye,
but they differ in their ultraviolet
intensity. Understanding of song is
advancing fast with the decoding of
different messages given in dif-
ferent circumstances and for dif-
ferent audiences.

The largest part of the book
deals with reproduction and sexual
selection. This subject has been
revolutionised by DNA methods,
which have widely shown that the
sex lives of many apparently
monogamous bird species are not
as straightforward as once believed.
Nor is it just the males who are
looking for opportunities to max-
imise their breeding success.
Another emerging understanding
has been the importance of para-
sites and the quality of the immune
response in driving sexual selec-
tion.

A final section describes the
behaviour of 48 non-passerine
families, devoting a page to each
family. Much of this material is
culled from the major handbooks
and says more about general
biology than is covered in the pre-
vious pages. Though this part
seems somewhat semi-detached,
the author has culled and pointed
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The third edition of the ‘Howard
and Moore’ checklist is a huge
body of work. It responds to the
perceived need for a checklist that

caters for birdwatchers who not
only want a list, but want it to
‘satisfy the raft of intelligent ques-
tions’ that they will ask about it.
The result is a checklist which
attempts to accurately identify and
record the primary works upon
which it is based and to explain the
decisions which were taken during
its compilation. The main list, of
9,721 extant and 128 extinct
species, looks good, and is rela-
tively conservative, claiming to
follow a version of the Biological
Species Concept. The format is well
laid out, according to family, sub-
family and genus, with all valid

subspecies listed for each species.
Importantly, each taxon, down to
subspecies, has been referenced
and dated, with fully referenced
footnotes to explain any syn-
onymies or taxonomic decisions.
Range statements are given for
each subspecies. The Introduction
claims that this is ‘essentially a new
work’, and that all the attributions
and citations have been checked. In
all, it is a superb effort – a worth-
while and very substantial upgrade
of the old edition.

The sequence of families in the
list is, of course, always going to be
contentious, and in an age of phy-
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logenetic flux caused not least by
the continued flow of new molec-
ular data, it is not surprising that
we have another new sequence here
to find our way around. The
Howard and Moore sequence has
previously been based on the Peters
checklists (Check-list of Birds of the
World, 1931-1986): the Introduc-
tion of this edition states that the
Sibley & Monroe (Distribution and
Taxonomy of Birds of the World,
1990) sequence ‘could not be
ignored’, and Joel Cracraft was
invited to set a sequence of fami-
lies. Some of the principles and
publications underlying the deci-
sions taken on ordering the fami-
lies are explained in a chapter by
Cracraft and colleagues, but in the
end what we have is something
which is different from Peters, dif-
ferent from Sibley & Monroe, dif-
ferent from the Clements Checklist
(Birds of the World: a checklist,
1978) and, by its very nature, likely
to change in future editions. Like it

or lump it, this instability is
normal and inevitable (albeit
somewhat frustrating as well), and
there is a handy index of the family
sequence at the start of the main
list in case you, like me, end up
wondering where the heck, for
example, the dippers Cinclus have
got to!

Species-level taxonomy is always
going to be problematical too, of
course. The discussion of species
concepts, and the explanation of
the choice of Biological over Phylo-
genetic Species Concept are a little
thin. In turn, some of the species-
level taxonomic decisions
regarding proposed splits appear
overly conservative and/or subject
to an editorial decision to wait for
them to ‘bed in’ or be widely
accepted by the appropriate
regional authorities before they
make it into the book. This is laud-
able, I guess, but it leaves the Editor
having to apologise to the taxono-
mists whose work has, for now,

been ignored.
For the user, the book is pretty

well laid out and surprisingly easy
on the eye. For nearly all species,
only one English vernacular name
is given, even when there are
widely used and established alter-
natives. A book such as this bene-
fits from personal notes and
scribbles, and there is just about
enough white space on the pages to
include the reader’s own com-
ments, put in a vernacular name
that you recognise and, if you want
to follow your own taxonomy, to
upgrade any of the subspecies to
species level. Many readers might
want to do just that – the book
cannot be, and cannot aspire to be,
the last word. And it isn’t! It is a
work-in-progress, for which
updates are inevitable and desir-
able in light of continuing research,
but one which will also become an
essential reference work.

Martin Collinson
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Ronseal would have no difficulty in
marketing this publication: its con-
tents are perfectly described in the
title. Limestone is the main geolog-
ical link between the islands
(located in Galway Bay, roughly
halfway up the west coast of
Ireland) and the block of country-
side about the size of Berkshire and
known as The Burren – ‘a rocky
place’ – which faces them from the
Irish mainland. Cliffs, machair, and
freshwater wetlands are all repre-
sented in a mosaic of habitats
which occur here, but the over-
riding physical characteristic of the
district is threadbare, outcropping
limestone. The area is pretty,

botanically among the best in
Ireland, and still blessed with lots
of breeding Northern Lapwings
Vanellus vanellus, Sky Larks Alauda
arvensis and Common White-
throats Sylvia communis. The
islands have seabirds, including
Little Terns Sterna albifrons, and
Red-billed Choughs Pyrrhocorax
pyrrhocorax. Overall, the region
does not possess any glittering
ornithological treasures and
reflects the ebb of Corn Crakes
Crex crex and Corn Buntings Mil-
iaria calandra which has occurred
throughout Ireland.

The author’s interest in the
region’s birdlife seems to have been
sparked partly by his admiration of
the Atlas of Breeding Birds in
Britain and Ireland and by his
employer’s advice, when working
as a park ranger in the Burren
National Park, to ‘wander aimlessly
in the park, rather than trouble
myself with controversial manage-
ment issues’! Three cheers for the
Irish mañana attitude to responsi-
bility/worry, especially when the
outcome is a valuable baseline
study of bird communities, thor-

oughly researched and brought
between covers. Perhaps it seems
odd, but I am always absorbed by
book introductions. Liam’s is an
excellent one and gives a lyrical
overview of how times have
changed, while also setting out
some uplifting aspirations for the
future. His chapters on ‘Landscape
and land use’, ‘Regions and habi-
tats’ and, especially, ‘The future’ are
well written and thought-pro-
voking.

Prefaced by a useful ten pages of
discussion on distribution changes,
bird community structure, and
news of some species increases
(Blackcap S. atricapilla, as else-
where in Ireland, is one), the 105
breeding species are covered on
separate pages, each containing a
dotted distribution map. Perhaps
unnecessarily, the accounts contain
a description of the birds’ physical
appearance. Some of these por-
traits have charm, however: in
terms of vocalisations, the Sky
Lark’s song earns it diva status, that
of Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis
relegates it to an understudy and,
on page 66, the Woodcock’s
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Scolopax rusticola display flight
ends in a typographical master-
piece when it is described as having
a ‘display flight performed at dust’.

do not think there is any danger of
that.

Anthony McGeehan

Dust, of course, is one thing the
author hopes this book does not
gather. Given the love that he has
clearly put into its compilation, I
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This field guide from British
Wildlife Publishing is up to the
same high standards as the other
two from the same stable: Field
Guide to the Dragonflies and Dam-
selflies of Great Britain and Ireland,
published in 1997, and the new
guide to moths (see below). All
three guides have a common link:
illustrator Richard Lewington, who

is also author of this particular
book. Lewington has a precise
artistic style and, while he may be a
little too diagrammatic for some
tastes, it makes him the perfect
choice for a field guide because of
the clarity of his excellent illustra-
tions.

The book wastes no space on
background information; it is vir-
tually entirely devoted to identifi-
cation. Most species have a
two-page spread, with a painting of
the butterfly in the field on the left,
and illustrations of upper- and
underwing, egg, caterpillar and
chrysalis on the right. A coloured
phenology chart clearly shows
when each stage of the life-cycle
may be encountered. The brief text
is, surprisingly, a little wordy con-
sidering the conciseness of the

book as a whole, while key identifi-
cation features for similar species
could have been given more
prominence. Distribution maps are
based closely on those in The Mil-
lennium Atlas of Butterflies in
Britain and Ireland (Asher et al.
2001) but, on the scale here, they
are unnecessarily precise, especially
for migrants. Rare migrants and
extinct species are given a single-
page spread and there are even
three pages of commoner day-
flying moths.

Overall, a combination of porta-
bility, accuracy and ease of use
should make this the first choice
for anyone wanting to take a but-
terfly book into the field in Britain
or Ireland.

Mike Pennington

Birders have become used to
superlative field guides, but there is
much less choice when it comes to
identifying moths. Here, at last, is a
true field guide, depicting all the
larger British moths as they are
seen at rest in the field (or, more
likely, in the egg box, after trap-
ping). It is the most important
book on moths published since
1984, when Bernard Skinner’s
Colour Identification Guide to
Moths of the British Isles suddenly
made moth identification acces-
sible to the general naturalist.

The biggest drawback of
‘Skinner’, is that it shows set speci-

mens – dead moths, with their
wings spread open, and with no
clue as to how they appear in life. It
was Richard Lewington’s desire to
paint all the larger moths in their
natural postures which eventually
led to the production of this long-
awaited book. His exemplary illus-
trations are complimented
perfectly by British Wildlife Pub-
lishing’s superb production and the
authoritative text by Paul Waring
and Martin Townsend, two ento-
mologists who have carried out
work on most of Britain’s rare and
scarce moths.

As well as giving standard infor-
mation on distribution, flight
period and food plants, the text
gives field characters for every
species; something which we might
take for granted in a bird guide,
but this is the first time such infor-
mation has been made available in
one volume for moths. Similar
species are also described and dif-
ferentiated. The book is also 
determinedly accessible, and
unnecessary entomological termi-
nology has been ditched: terms
such as ‘bivoltine’ or ‘polyphagous’

are missing, and there are no ‘reni-
form stigmata’ on wings, just
‘kidney marks’.

Perhaps the biggest frustration is
the fact that plates are grouped
together in large blocks, so that
illustrations and text are widely
separated. This was obviously not a
financial decision, since every page
already has colour. There are
obvious advantages in, for
example, having all the difficult
pugs (the Phylloscopus warblers of
the moth world) in a block of
plates, but distributing the illustra-
tions through the text would surely
have been preferable to most users.
The softback review copy is also
difficult to use while viewing a
moth, as it will not lie open, so a
hardback version would be
welcome.

This groundbreaking publica-
tion will be an indispensable guide
to anyone already interested in the
subject, but it will surely follow
‘Skinner’ in introducing a whole
new generation to moth identifica-
tion.

Mike Pennington
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