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The book tells the true story of a
German schoolteacher, Hans
Duncker, and others who
attempted to breed a line of red
Canaries Serinus canaria by
hybridisation with captive Red
Siskins Carduelis cucullata during
the early to mid twentieth century.
Tim Birkhead explores the history
of bird-trapping and the wild-bird
trade, the idiosyncrasies of bird-
fanciers across Europe and their
captive-breeding programmes.
Therefore there is much here of
interest to birdwatchers and

ornithologists, as the reader is
dragged into the obsession with
captive birds which has left the Red
Siskin on the verge of extinction.

In recounting the story of
Duncker, his pioneering work in
the (then) new field of Mendelian
genetics, and the application of
genetic principles to avian pigmen-
tation, the book does a fine job. It
is also an easy read. While the
history appears to be strong,
however, the biology is surprisingly
weak, sometimes poorly explained
and even inaccurate. I suppose that
in a popular book the science is
going to be lightweight, but in
several places I felt it would actu-
ally be easier for the layman to
understand Duncker’s work if
there were some explanation of
Mendelian genetics, modifier
genes, genetic dominance, etc. I
also objected to the title – Duncker
may have been ahead of his time,
but his work was not genetic engi-
neering in any meaningful sense,

and the description of the red
Canary as a transgenic animal is
risible. Hype, even.

Duncker’s single-minded use of
genetics to improve his Canaries,
and his enthusiastic support of
‘genetic hygiene’ in human society,
led to his induction into the
National Socialist Party in 1940,
and he continued to promote
eugenic policies publicly. Even after
the war, he never disowned the
Nazis. Such an association casts a
long shadow, which may explain
why Duncker has not until now
received popular recognition for
his scientific work. The author
deserves much credit for tackling
this subject, and the ‘take-home
message’ of the story – that the
action of genes cannot be dissoci-
ated from their environment – and
its implications for the ‘nature
versus nurture’ fallacy, are well
argued. It is worth a (critical) read.

Martin Collinson
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What is the purpose of this book?
No doubt aimed at the Christmas
stocking market – and thence to
the smallest room in the house –
Blokes and Birds fulfils all the
stereotypes that birders have
sought to shrug off over the past 30
years. Indeed, arch-feminist that I
must be, I didn’t ‘get’ the title at
first because it is 30 years since I
had to fend off all those nudge-
nudge jokes at school: ‘Interested
in birds, eh? I hope you mean the
two-legged kind!’ Mark Cocker, as
revealed in his infinitely superior
Birders: Tales of a Tribe (Brit. Birds
94: 447), suffered the same curse.
And, as he observes, have you ever

seen a three-legged girl?
The inspiration for this book is

an earlier New Holland title called
Men and Sheds (by Gordon Thor-
burn, if you want to seek it out for
that special person in your life). It
is the same format of 40
men/blokes talking about their
obsession in a handy-sized volume,
illustrated with black-and-white
photos. In Blokes and Birds, these
photos show some of our finest
birding specimens in a variety of
strange poses (Mike Dilger – what
were you thinking?!). The pictures
are a credit to photographer Robin

Chittenden’s inventiveness, but
they suggest a better title for the
book: Nerds and Birds.

Among the blokes featured in
this volume are some of the most
respected names in birding: Tim
Appleton, Peter Colston, Ian Lew-
ington, Tony Marr. It’s written by
Stephen Moss, who, as Bill Oddie’s
TV producer, has done so much to
popularise birding, even give it
‘street cred’ – something that the
teenage Pitches and Cocker craved.
Bill Oddie provides an apologetic
foreword to the book. I have
friends and colleagues who feature
in it – and they tell some great
stories – but I’m still left asking
‘Why?’ Why was this book com-
missioned? If it is a celebration of
the diversity and folklore of
birders, then count me in. But the
book’s title and packaging suggests
it is a birding freak show for non-
birders to laugh at, and we can
laugh at ourselves far more effec-
tively (have you seen my British
list?). Indeed, Birders: Tales of a
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Tribe has many such stories, often
involving characters who resurface
in Blokes and Birds.

There are some marvellous
stories in this book – Dave Farrow
and Craig Robson arrested in Tibet
after rediscovering Kozlov’s
Bunting Emberiza koslowi and then
forced to write a self-criticism by
the Chinese police; Neil Morris

Oriental expert Carol Inskipp,
RSPB’s head of international
research Debbie Pain and BirdLife
Europe specialist Melanie Heath to
name just four of the 40 female
storytellers we could have heard
from. And the book’s title? Birds
and Birds of course.

Adrian Pitches

finding God and the Winspit Red-
flanked Bluetail Tarsiger cyanurus;
Stuart Winter in the USA – two
birding nationalities divided by a
common language. But I feel that
the (female) editorial director at
New Holland, Jo Hemmings, has
missed an opportunity here. Where
are the women’s stories? I’d like to
hear from top twitcher Sue Johns,

Modestly subtitled and adorned by
David Nurney’s splendid coloured
illustration of a male Moussier’s
Redstart Phoenicurus moussieri, this
book is nothing less than a substan-
tial and well-researched avifauna of
one the Western Palearctic’s most
exciting birdwatching destinations.

Following the usual prelimi-
naries, a 33-page introduction
sketches in much necessary back-
ground information under a dozen
main headings: general history, the
history of ornithology in Morocco,
geology, climate, flora and vegeta-
tion, geographical divisions and
habitats, breeding birds, migration
and movements, endemism, bio-
geographical affinities of the
Moroccan avifauna, changes in
status, and conservation. Many
interesting facts are contained
under these headings; for example,
it is sobering to note that while just
ten breeding species are known to
be increasing in both range and
numbers, no less than 34 are now
extinct or under threat. Numbered
among the extinctions is a sprin-
kling of the usual suspects (e.g.

White-headed Duck Oxyura leuco-
cephala), as well as a few less
obvious candidates (e.g. Common
Tern Sterna hirundo), while those
threatened include Small Button-
quail Turnix sylvatica (here thank-
fully referred to by the more
evocative English vernacular name
of Andalusian Hemipode) and
Northern Bald Ibis Geronticus
eremita, a species which, apart from
a very small population in Syria, is
now confined in the wild to coastal
Morocco.

The bulk of the book is taken
up by the systematic list, which,
apart from certain changes adopted

by the BOU and published in Ibis
during 1999-2002, follows the
sequence and nomenclature used
by BWP and BWP Concise. Nomen-
clature will thus be familiar to
readers of British Birds, though,
where relevant, possible or prob-
able future taxonomic changes are

noted under individual species
accounts. The species accounts are
well laid out and packed with much
valuable information, and will
hopefully encourage enquiry into
current gaps in knowledge (the
breeding status of Slender-billed
Gull Larus genei is, for example,
presently unclear) as well as
enabling visiting birdwatchers to
put their own observations into
context.

There are four appendices, one
of which details species omitted
from the systematic list and
includes a number not accepted by
the Moroccan Rare Birds Com-
mittee. At this stage of Moroccan
ornithology, it seems to me a wise
decision to publish these currently
unacceptable records, rather than
consign them to ornithological
oblivion.

The colour illustrations,
grouped together in a block in the
centre of the book, consist of two
plates depicting geology and main
habitat types and 74 well-repro-
duced photographs. No less than 52
photos are devoted to habitats and
admirably succeed in conveying the
flavour of the landscape, while the
remainder are pleasing studies of
some of the special birds – such as
Desert Sparrow Passer simplex –
which make this accessible corner
of northwest Africa so attractive to
birders.

In conclusion, this volume is
undoubtedly a significant contribu-
tion to the ornithology of Palearctic
Africa. The authors and everyone
concerned in its production deserve
congratulation and great credit.

Pete Combridge
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In 1931, that ‘shrinking violet’ of
ornithological opinion, Richard
Meinertzhagen, ventured his judge-
ment on egg-collectors: ‘They are
all a dishonest, secretive lot of
thieves and wreckers, selfish to a
degree and quite careless of the
birds whom they pretend to love.’
Oology’s reputation has been on a
downward trajectory ever since, so
it is a brave man who argues, if not

for egg-collectors, then at least in
favour of egg collections them-
selves. Martin Limbert presents a
persuasive, dispassionate, carefully
researched case that we should
acknowledge the scientific value of
historically assembled collections,
rather than hiding them away in
embarrassment and shame. While
he gives no comfort to modern egg
theft, he points out that collections
enabled scientists like Derek Rat-
cliffe to unravel the part played by
agricultural pesticides in the thin-
ning of Peregrine Falcon Falco
peregrinus eggs. Limbert also cites
other instances of important egg-
based research, including egg thin-
ning in four British thrushes
(Turdidae) – a possible conse-
quence of acid rain – evidence of
chemical contamination in seabird
eggs, and the phenological study of
Dipper Cinclus cinclus and Song

Thrush Turdus philomelos eggs as
an indicator of climate change.

Limbert makes the wider socio-
logical point that oology is a part
of ornithology’s own past, which
should be acknowledged as a
simple historical fact, and, where
necessary, we should recognise the
benefits it has brought. Who, after
all, would deny that the Reverend
F. C. R. Jourdain made a huge con-
tribution to ornithology? Even
Meinertzhagen acknowledged that
much. Not everyone will agree with
the author’s sentiments, particu-
larly his argument for new, scientif-
ically supervised, egg assemblies.
Hopefully we can accept that these
issues deserve to be considered
with an open mind, and Limbert
should be commended for stimu-
lating an important debate.

Mark Cocker
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The value of a site guide depends
upon the completeness and accu-
racy of the information provided,
and the ease with which it can be
accessed. Sadly, this book falls short
on both counts.

The sites described are grouped
according to five administrative
regions, with the most interesting
given one, two or three stars. Access
details appear comprehensive and
each site is referenced to a Michelin
map. Maps are included for some
sites, but with no scale, while the
map legend is lost in the middle of
the introductory text. Each site is
described briefly and a selection of
species is listed. Those selected are
an eclectic choice and it is fre-
quently unclear from these listings
why one would want to visit the
site. For instance, Trevignon (two
stars) is said to hold 75 breeding
species, some rare in the region, yet
only Great Crested Grebe Podiceps

cristatus, Common Coot Fulica atra
and Grey Heron Ardea cinerea are
listed. Similarly, La Chaussee Neuve
(three stars), in Le Parc Naturel de
Briere, is said to be spectacular in
winter, with many species of duck;
yet only Common Shelduck
Tadorna tadorna and Mallard Anas
platyrhynchos are mentioned!
Species are listed in random
sequences, as if in the order in
which the author happened to see
them. There is no index or compre-
hensive table of contents, so finding
a locality requires knowledge of
which region it is in and then a
search through that section of the
text. That is made difficult by a
cramped layout and the use of
identically sized headings for main
areas and subsidiary sites.

Inconsistencies and lack of
clarity also abound in the ‘Bird
Survey’ (an annotated checklist).
There is no definition of status

terms, abundance is not given for
many species, yet for a few their
French status is given. The survey
appears to be a complete systematic
list, including vagrants, but no
authorities or references are given.
The first-time visitor, at which the
book is said to be aimed, might
have been better served by omitting
the vagrants and giving more infor-
mation about key Brittany species.
There are a few unfortunate typo-
graphical errors (e.g. ‘Pallas’s
Warbler’ for Pallas’s Grasshopper
Warbler Locustella certhiola). The
photographs give a good impres-
sion of the varied habitats, and the
vignettes by Dan Powell are attrac-
tive, but that captioned ‘Shore Lark’
looks remarkably like a Snow
Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis.

This guide is nicely produced
and identifies numerous sites to
investigate, but for too many of
them it is unclear just what is of
interest there. This is a missed
opportunity; with more careful
thought and effective editing, the
book could have been made into an
invaluable guide.

Peter Oliver
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