
Since my plans to attend the 2000
World Conference on Birds of Prey
and Owls at Eilat were scuppered
by other commitments, I was par-
ticularly pleased to be able to read
these Proceedings. They include all
manuscripts and abstracts sub-
mitted for the meeting: a total of
109 contributions. These are cate-
gorised under the following eight
subject headings: General & Tech-
niques; Diet & Foraging; Repro-
ductive Ecology; Migration and
Wintering Ecology; Population
Status & Ecology; Genetics & Tax-
onomy; Ecotoxicology & Diseases;
and Conflicts & Solutions. Apart

of hybridisation between Gyr and
Saker at the end of the last ice age,
at which time their ranges would
have overlapped, and subsequent
repeated back-crossing. Alterna-
tively, ‘Altai Falcon’ may be simply
a dark morph of the eastern sub-
species of Saker F. c. milvipes, as
proposed two decades ago by L. S.
Stepanyan (1982, Acta XVIII Congr.
Int. Orn., Moscow).

Another item which caught my
eye concerns the status of the
Philippine Eagle Pithecophaga jef-
feryi, another globally threatened
species. It seems that this eagle’s
total population could amount to
340 pairs, slightly more than previ-
ously thought, but subsistence
hunting, with firearms, remains a
great threat and could ultimately
lead to this imposing raptor’s
demise.

For any serious ornithologist,
these Proceedings are worth reading
in full. Not only do they give a
valuable insight into the amount of
important research now being con-
ducted on birds of prey, but they
also draw attention to the perils
facing many of these magnificent
bird species in the modern world.

David A. Christie

from half-a-dozen items on owls,
all contributions relate to diurnal
birds of prey. They cover raptor
species from most parts of the
world, but with a certain bias
towards the Palearctic. Although
the majority are relatively short
abstracts, there is still a very good
number of longer papers.

This publication contains so
much of great interest and value
that it is perhaps unfair to single
out any contributions. Neverthe-
less, I found both the papers and
the abstracts dealing with Lesser
Kestrel Falco naumanni, which fea-
tures prominently in these pages,
of particular interest; this globally
threatened species has declined
dramatically throughout its range,
and the substantial research cur-
rently being conducted on its pop-
ulations merits wide publicity.

Otherwise, a study on the ‘Altai
Falcon’ reveals that, in terms of
morphometrics, this puzzling
raptor is so similar to Saker Falcon
F. cherrug that the two would be
treated as being of the same
species; Gyr Falcon F. rusticolus is
morphometrically distinct from
both. Plumage-colour analysis, on
the other hand, suggests the possi-
bility that ‘Altai Falcon’ is the result
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‘Sibley’, as David Sibley’s The North
American Bird Guide (2000) has
become known, has been split into
two slimmer volumes covering the
birds of eastern and western North
America, taking the Rocky Moun-
tains as their dividing line. Despite
what the advertising blurb claims –
‘accompanied by a new, more

detailed text’ – the crucial identifi-
cation content remains the same,
although for some species this is
almost beyond minimalist. Addi-
tional text concentrates on habitat
choice, nesting preferences and
behaviour, and is presumably
culled from The Sibley Guide to
Bird Life and Behaviour (2002).

Sibley’s ‘formula’ is to depict every
North American species at rest,
and in flight poses showing both
upperside and underside. All very
ambitious and laudable, but also
somewhat irrelevant when it comes
to stereotyped flight representa-
tions of small, plain passerines. For
example, in the western volume,
Dusky Warbler Phylloscopus fus-
catus and Arctic Warbler Phyllo-
scopus borealis are shown in flight
from above and below. The plates
have a stylised layout designed for
ready comparisons between similar
species, which works well. Throw
in a distribution map for each
species, Peterson-style pointers for
‘key identification features’, and a
short paragraph covering habits
and voice, and you can work your



way through an entire continent’s
avifauna knowing that whatever
bird you are interested in will be
illustrated and written about. Of
course, the test of any good field
guide is how well the birds are
illustrated and whether the text
adequately complements the pic-
tures.

David Sibley is one of North
America’s younger birders, well
qualified to be a member of ‘the
tertial gang’ and someone who has
delved into – and made sense of –
thorny identification topics
ranging from flight identification
of North American raptors (with
Pete Dunne and Clay Sutton in
Hawks in Flight) to the separation
of Saltmarsh Ammodramus cauda-
cutus and Nelson’s Sharp-tailed
Sparrows A. nelsoni (Birding 28:
196-208), now treated as full
species. Thanks to Roger Tory
Peterson, North America is
arguably the birthplace of the field
guide. Except for the appearance of
the birds themselves, much has
changed in the dissemination of
bird identification knowledge since
Peterson’s original Field Guide to
the Birds (1934). Kenn Kaufman
wrote brilliantly and cracked a
selection of tough nuts in
Advanced Birding (1990), while
various species groups have been
put under the spotlight and ele-
gantly described and painted to a
high standard in works such as
Rising & Beadle’s The Sparrows of
the United States and Canada
(1996). So David Sibley has had
plenty of building blocks to work
with.

Some field guide plates are
misted with a feeling of pure great-
ness. When I turn a page and see
the essence of a species caught by
artistic genius I feel humbled at the
talent which delivered the likeness.
You feel the bird come alive and
can imagine the pleasure that the

artist must have felt at ‘getting it
right’. I seldom got that buzz from
these two guides. Without doubt,
Sibley has put in a monumental
effort. Constantly, however, I felt
pangs of disappointment. Gor-
geous birds seemed to have been
dashed off in a rough-and-ready
style. Several raptors look as
though they have gone a few
rounds with Mike Tyson. If you
haven’t seen Red-shouldered Hawk
Buteo lineatus or Swainson’s Hawk
B. swainsoni in the wild, then be
prepared for two of the most
adorable birds of prey on the
planet. Sibley’s representation of
them is an uglification of the mag-
nificent. Other raptors appear
frumpish, the Gyr Falcon Falco rus-
ticolus looks constipated and NASA
does a better line in Bald Eagle
Haliaeetus leucocephalus artwork. It
is odd to think that Sibley’s raptors
in Hawks in Flight were so much
better.

On the other hand, passerines
seem to be his forte. Sparrows and
warblers are in many cases excel-
lent. The tricky Ammodramus spar-
rows are superb, right down to the
bright white tail-feather corners on
Baird’s Sparrow A. bairdii – alleged
to be plain by other guides. A tour
through shorebirds produces
mixed results: nice Sharp-tailed
Sandpiper Calidris acuminata, but
his Greater Tringa melanoleuca and
Lesser Yellowlegs T. flavipes identi-
fication is in need of a revision
course (read Limicola 6: 53-79,
where the Germans tell you all you
need to know). By the time I got to
the skuas and gulls it was time for
the brown paper bag. I reckon I
would lose mystery bird quizzes
based on his standing first-winter
Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis
or first-winter Great Black-backed
Gull L. marinus. Or maybe I just
don’t like them because they look
as though they have been painted

using a trowel? Nevertheless, few
plates are actually untrustworthy.
Exceptions are several of the tern
plates, even some depicting ‘easy’
species like Common Sterna
hirundo and Arctic S. paradisaea.
His pygmy-sized flying juveniles
are dire – and young Commons
have a grey rump, not a white one.

I found the text to be as patchy
as the plates. Had an editor been
put to work on it, needless repeti-
tion could have been eradicated.
For example, every Catharus
thrush is described as having habits
and an appearance similar to
Swainson’s Thrush C. ustulatus,
and no fewer than 20 raptors, all
vireos Vireo and a host of species
from Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris
diomedea to skuas and Northern
Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe are
described as ‘solitary’. From a
transatlantic vagrancy perspective,
waterthrush Seiurus identification
is not addressed with any degree of
clarity of text or illustrations (but
see Advanced Birding), while voice
transcriptions have retrogressively
‘gone Swedish’ (interminable,
meaningless lines of vowels and
consonants replacing analogies that
stick). Peterson (1934) described
the voice of Black-throated Blue
Warbler Dendroica caerulescens as a
‘husky, lazy, zur, zur, zur, zreee or “I
am la-ZY”’. Sibley, 67 years later,
portrays it as ‘lazy, drawling, husky
… zheeew zheeew zheeeeee’. From
first-hand experience, Peterson’s ‘I
am la-ZY’ is the best way to learn
the song. I have been trying to
come up with another analogy –
one for my gut feeling for these
two guides. It is this. Do you
remember ‘nouvelle cuisine’? That
too was originally hailed as some-
thing special until we tried it out
and then got hungry for real sub-
stance.

Anthony McGeehan 
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In many ways this is the pictorial
field guide we have been waiting
for, with, in addition to the more
obvious and popular flowering
plants, reasonably comprehensive
coverage of grasses, sedges, rushes
and ferns. Consequently, it was
with great eagerness that I field-
tested this book for three weeks.

Its most obvious competitor is
Francis Rose’s The Wild Flower Key
(Warne, 1981) and I was constantly
tempted to make comparisons with
that volume. So, what did I like
about the new guide? Unlike Rose,
it gives good coverage of grasses,
sedges, rushes, ferns, water plants
and trees. I particularly liked the
distribution maps, which can tell
you if you are wildly off track with

dance next to the maps, I had to
keep checking back to see what the
symbols meant. There are also
some unnecessary errors – the
quillwort Isoetes illustrations are
labelled the wrong way round and
both tasselweeds Ruppia are shown
with very long spiral flowering
stalks. I did, however, like the way
aquatic plants are grouped by form
rather than taxonomically.

Generally, I was rather disap-
pointed with the illustrations,
especially compared with Blamey’s
illustrations in other guides. The
book is rather over-ambitious,
tackling critical groups like the
whitebeams Sorbus and generally
trying to be all things to all field
botanists. But the real question is,
would I recommend it to students?
I’ve always recommended Rose’s
key as a pictorial guide, but I
suspect that now I shall be recom-
mending Blamey, Fitter & Fitter.

Sarah Whild

your identification, and there are
tables of key features for groups of
difficult species, for example yellow
composites, which provide a quick
reference for the more unusual dis-
tinguishing characters.

What didn’t I like? There are no
proper dichotomous keys, and little
emphasis on diagnostic features
and comparisons, tempting one to
match plants to the pictures rather
than properly identifying them.
The rarity status designations are
rather odd and not terribly intu-
itive, with the star ratings applying
to classes which are close to, but
not the same as, official categories
(Red Data Book, Nationally Scarce).
Although I liked the indications of
decline and habit of growth/abun-
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Most of the recordings on this CD
were made on a safari to Tanzania
in October 2001. A number of
recordings have been included
which were taken elsewhere, but
only one was actually produced in
Kenya! Other songs were recorded
from as far away as Zimbabwe and
The Gambia. While the majority of
the species included do occur in
Kenya, several do not, so the first
part of the title is a little misleading
– presumably a marketing ploy of
the production company to
increase potential sales. The second
part of the title is also misleading,
as the CD is simply a collection of
recordings. There is no commen-
tary or an accompanying set of

extended sleeve notes which might
justify it being called ‘An introduc-
tory aid to identification’. The lack
of announcements on the CD
means that the listener has to
follow the track numbers on the
display of the CD player and check
them against the list of species on
the sleeve notes. Consequently, the
CD is not of much practical use for
casual listening. For such ‘educa-
tional’ collections it helps greatly
when trying to learn the vocalisa-
tions if the species’ name is
announced at the end of each
track. The songs can then be lis-
tened to repeatedly with ease and
an attempt made to identify each
before the track finishes.

The selection of species included
has presumably been dictated by
what John Hammick managed to
record during his safari. Thus it is
very much a random selection
with, for example, a recording of
Levaillant’s Cuckoo Oxylophus lev-
aillantii (taken in The Gambia),
but none of Red-chested Cuckoo
Cuculus solitarius. The latter is

heard far more frequently in Kenya
than the former in my experience,
and is often a fascinating ‘mystery
sound’ to the first-time visitor as
the species calls incessantly but can
be difficult to see. The recordings
themselves are mostly of good
quality. They have been produced
on minidisc, which some profes-
sional archivists still have reserva-
tions about, but which I have been
a fan of for some years. As a result,
there is no obtrusive tape hiss in
the background.

There is really nothing wrong
with this CD, but it contains such a
small, random selection of species
(less than 10% of the combined
Kenyan and Tanzanian lists) that one
has to question how useful it would
be to the first-time visitor. A better
selection of common, widespread
species would have been much
more useful as an introductory
guide, but presumably recordings
of many of those species were not
available to the production team.

David Fisher
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