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N THE SPRING OF 1934, ROGER TORY Peterson revolutionized birdwatch- 

ing in North America by publishing 
AFteld Guide to the Birds. Since then, 
more than ten million people (some es- 
timates run as high as sixty million) are 
now looking at birds in the United States 
and Canada. It has become one of the 

most popular of the outdoor recreations. 
The demand for more information, 

or easily accessible information about 
birds, has grown apace with the activity 
of birding. Today, birders are not just 
satisfied with identifying and listing; 
they really want to know what birds are 
doing, and why and how they are doing 
it Even those in the birding community 
who can afford excursions to the Dry 
Tortugas, lower Rio Grande Valley, or 
Aleutian Islands, eventually find that 
seeing new avian species in North 
America slows down to happy, rare oc- 
casions. They readily further their en- 
joyment by getting to know their local 
birdlife and helping to conserve it. To- 
day's available field guides aid identifi- 

cation and often provide information on 
North American bird ranges seasonally. 
Birders with a real zeal for more knowl- 

edge are obligated to invest in a small 
library, and still may be sometimes un- 
able to locate many kinds of data, or 
will soon discover that what they read 
might be out-of-date or even inaccurate. 

The Birder's Handbook by Paul Ehr- 
lich, David Dobkin, and Darryl Wheye 
will change all of that, and will very 
likely occupy a unique place in the li- 
braries, backpacks, and coat pockets of 
virtually all birders--amateur and 
professional--who buy it. A remarkable 
book! It is designed as a portable com- 
panion to the field identification guides 
that most of us carry when birding--a 
field guide providing an incredible 
wealth of information on birds that is 

not in the identification guides. But this 
is not merely "Bent-in-a-backpack" 
(which in itself might have been a wor- 
thy accomplishment). What we have 
here is a modern, thoroughly detailed, 
yet critical assessment of the biology of 

the nearly 650 species of birds that reg- 
ularly breed in North America north of 
Mexico. And it is more. 

The Birder's Handbook at first ap- 
pears unorthodox, but its basic design 
is based on that of many identification 
field guides. The left-hand pages contain 
"treatments" of the natural history of 
all bird species known to breed regularly 
north of Mexico. However, on the right- 
hand pages, instead of illustrations of 
the birds described on the left, there are 
more than 200 essays that deal with 
subjects related to the species on the op- 
posite pages. Thus, once you have iden- 
tified a bird in the field, you can turn 
to the treatment and learn the essence 

of its biology. If time then permits, or 
perhaps later when you stop for a break, 
you can go to the opposite page and read 
an essay that expands some aspect of 
bird biology, often something directly 
pertinent to the species you have just 
seen. 

What information do the treatments 

supply? They are divided into two parts. 

Volume 41, Number 5 1387 



The first, designed to be digested at a 
glance (once one is familiar with the 
format), provides a combination of 
symbols, numbers, and key words giving 
the location of the bird's nest (including 
its normal height above the ground and 
the full range of known heights), the 
primary and secondary types of nests 
and who builds the nest (male, female, 
both). Next it shows whether the eggs 
are marked or unmarked, the usual 
clutch size and clutch-size range, the 
basic mating system of the species, who 
incubates, duration of incubation, 
whether the young are altricial or pre- 
cocial (including several subdivisions of 
these categories), length of time until 
fledging, and who tends the young. This 
is followed by the major food items 
consumed during the breeding season 
and secondary items also listed, along 
with the major foraging strategies used 
to get that food. 

You will notice in the accompanying 
preliminary pages that (from left to right 
at the top of each species treatment) the 
nest location (e.g., floating on water, 
shrub, cliff, ground), nest type (plat- 

form, scrape, cup), plain or marked 
eggs, major food item (aquatic inverte- 
brates, fish, insects), and major foraging 
method (dives from water's surface, 
gleans from ground, probes into sub- 
strate) are all represented by picto- 
graphic symbols. The remainder of the 
information is supplied in words and 
numbers including, for example, fish as 
the secondary food item for the Horned 
and Eared grebes, and trees as secondary 
nest sites for the Anhinga and Great 
Cormorant. Keys to all the symbols (9 
each for nest locations and nest types, 
13 diet items, and 18 foraging tech- 
niques) are provided for easy reference 
in the endpapers, as well as a key to ab- 
breviations used to save space, and the 
layout of the summary line. 

The information is formatted iden- 

tically for each species, so once one has 
spent a few minutes becoming familiar 
with the book, much can be gleaned 
about a bird at a glance. Suppose, for 
example, a nest is seen about 40 feet up 
in a tree and a Black-throated Blue 

Warbler is singing nearby. By checking 
the summary line for that species you 

find it is highly unlikely that the nest 
belongs to the warbler, since Black- 
throated Blues usually build their nests 
within three feet of the ground. 

Beneath the summary line is a para- 
graph that provides more detailed in- 
formation. The paragraph for every 
species is again organized in the same 
sequence, each category set off by bold- 
faced headings. Breeding gives infor- 
mation on the breeding habitat and the 
number of broods raised each season. 

Displays provides what is sometimes a 
necessarily highly condensed but useful 
description of major sexual/territorial 
displays. The Nest is then described de- 
tailing materials used, site selection, the 
amount of time required to build it, and 
whether it is reused. Next, a description 
of shell pattern and size is supplied un- 
der Eggs. Diet expands on what various 
species eat, often detailing what is fed 
to the young, and whether additional 
types of food are used in the nonbreed- 
ing season. 

Conservation is one of the most in- 

teresting segments of the treatment 
paragraph. There one finds the conser- 
vation status of the species, referring to 
its status on Blue Lists, threats to pop- 
ulations, range expansions and contrac- 
tions, relative frequency of cowbird 
parasitism, etc. Conservation also in- 
cludes a vital piece of information ab- 
sent from identification guides the 
species wintering distribution south of 
the United States-Mexican border. This 

is in line with the conservation emphasis 
of The Birder's Handbook, and is in- 
tended to impress on birders that con- 
servation of the avifauna north of the 

border is not just a matter of action that 
is taken in the United States and Can- 

ada. It also must involve preserving the 
tropical habitats where many of "our" 
birds actually spend more of their 
lives than they do north of the Mexican 
border. 

After the conservation segment of the 
paragraph there is a section of Notes 
which adds information on a great va- 
riety of topics: details of breeding, 
brooding, and feeding behavior, colo- 
niality, diving depths of seabirds, flight 
characteristics, thermoregulation, geo- 
graphic variation in songs, siblicide, 
bathing, migration patterns, distraction 
displays, competition with other species, 
flocking, roosting, and winter territori- 
ality. Where the species hybridizes with 
another, or whether it has recently had 
its common name changed, or goes by 
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a different name in Europe, are also 
noted. 

Next in each paragraph are citations 
to a few of the more than 200 Essays 
that occur on the right-hand pages. This 
is basically a "suggested reading" list-- 
when you've learned what you can 
about a bird from the paragraph, it leads 
you to essays which directly pertain to 
the biology of that bird and to more 
general essays. By reading an essay or 
two after identifying each bird, The Bir- 
der• Handbook will gradually and 
painlessly expand your knowledge of 
bird biology. Most essays are fewer than 
two pages long, many less than one page. 

Finally, each treatment ends with 
references to the roughly 1600 item 
bibliography of The Birder • Handbook, 
which for many will justify the cost of 
the book. The references are designed 
to provide access to literature on each 
species, and are extremely up-to-date: 
more than 90% appear to be from 1975 
through 1987. The literature covered is 
not parochial. For example, for species 
that are relatively poorly known in 
North America but well known in Eu- 

rope, the superb volumes of The Hand- 
book of the Birds of Europe, the Middle 
East, and North Aj•ica are often cited. 

Four other features of the treatments 

deserve notice. First, the scientific name 
is complete with author's name, (a nice 
tidbit of information not provided in 
standard identification guides). Second, 
when a species is a member of a super- 
species, a reference is given to a super- 
species number in a list in the essay en- 
titled "Superspecies." Therefore one can 
easily determine the other North Amer- 
ican members of the superspecies, the 
status of the superspecies (coded into 
the list), and also find out what a su- 
perspecies is by reading the essay. Third, 
each species treatment is cross-refer- 
enced to its picture in the seven most 
frequently used field identification 
guides (Audubon Master Guide, Audu- 
bon East and West, Peterson East and 
West, National Geographic, and Gol- 
den). Finally, and most importantly, 
uncertainty is dealt with frankly and 
explicitly throughout; based on their 
thorough searching of the technical lit- 
erature, and having the treatments re- 
viewed by specialists of most groups, the 
authors have attempted to minimize er- 
rors and correct perpetuated errors that 
sometimes assume a life of their own 

through the literature. Where they could 
find no information, a ? is used alone. 

THE 

HANDBOOI( 

FIELD GUIDE ,.ffE NATURAL i) 
ß ' HISTORY OF 

NORTH AMERICAN 

[ THE ESSENTIAL ::COMPAN!ON : TO YOUR :: IDENTIFICATION 

Paul R, Ehrlich, David S. DOLki n, and: Darryl: W•h%'e 

Where data presented are anecdotal, 
doubtful or extrapolated from closely 
related species, they are followed by a ? 
This allows one to see at a glance what 
is not known about North American 

birds; The Birder g Handbook serves as 
a guide to where research is still needed 
on the natural history of our avifauna. 

The 200+ essays, which compose 
one-half of the book, present the mod- 
ern view of the biology of birds and have 
been divided into segments that are di- 
gestible and easily understood. I can 
only sample their diversity here. Most 
expand on topics only touched upon in 
the treatments, such as nest building, 
vocalizations, egg color, mating systems, 

clutch sizes, incubation, diet, nutrition, 
and foraging patterns. Thus, to cover the 
topic of Mating Systems for instance, 
the authors include separate essays on 
"Monogamy, .... Polygyny, .... Polyan- 
dry, .... Cooperative Breeding," "Leks," 
and "Promiscuity." 

Other essays cover topics not rou- 
tinely mentioned in the treatments. 
They are straightforward descriptions of 
what birds do and how they do it. Ten 
essays deal with various aspects of 
flight--simple aerodynamics, "Soar- 
ing," "Why Birds Fly Low Over Water," 
the speed and altitude of flight, etc., and 
several deal with various aspects of the 
structures so essential for flight, feathers. 
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Actual page size of The Birder's Handbook is 8s/8 X Y/2 inches The eight pages presented here are not actual size, but have been reduced to 
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There are essays on "Metabolism," "Salt 
Glands," "How Long Can Birds Live?" 
(which includes a longevity table), 
"Brood Patches," "Precocial and Altri- 
cial Young" (which defines the various 
types of development), "Bird Milk," 
"Gull Development," "Antirig," 
"Swallowing Stones," "Creches," and 
the senses of birds. 

Numerous essays deal with behavior. 
There are several on displays, ranging 
from those of the courtship of ducks and 
shorebirds to the function of redwing 
coverable badges. Sixteen describe feed- 
ing methods of different groups: shore- 
birds, flamingos, raptors, pirates, and 
others. Territoriality and migration are 
covered, as are "Transporting Young" 
"Hoarding Food," "Habitat Selection," 
"Copulation," "Mobbing" and "Mixed- 
Species Flocking." 

One of the strongest aspects of The 
Birder• Handbook is the coverage of 
avian evolution, taxonomy, and ecology. 
Natural selection is thoroughly ex- 
plained, as is speciation, and coevolu- 
tion (there are several essays on brood 
parasitism). The recent research by Sib- 
ley and Ahlquist on avian systematics 
as determined by DNA comparisons is 
explained and its major results pre- 
sented. The fossil record of birds is pre- 
sented, complete with Archaeopteryx, 
Hesperornis, and the hot-blooded di- 
nosaurs. 

Robert MacArthur's classic study of 
habitat partitioning by warblers is de- 
scribed, as are "Bird Guilds," "Site Te- 
nacity," W. D. Hamilton's theory on 
why animals group together to avoid 
predators (put in an avian context in 
"Geometry of the Selfish Colony") and 
the dynamics of bird populations. 

In the essays, as in the treatments, 
conservation figures prominently. The 
book contains a treatment for the seven 

North American species that have gone 
extinct in historic times, as well as an 

illustrated essay on each. "The Decline 
of Eastern Songbirds" and its causes are 
described. The equilibrium theory of 
"Island Biogeography" (illustrated by 
the history of the bird community on 
Krakatoa), and its significance to bird 
conservation are explained. There are 
separate essays on how to help conserve 
birds at the local, national, and global 
levels, complete with pertinent ad- 
dresses for those who wish to get in- 
volved. 

Treatments are not included for Ha- 

waiian birds or for many oceanic birds 
that can be seen off our coasts because 

they are not part of our breeding avi- 
fauna, but there are informative essays 
on "Pelagic Birds" and "Hawaiian Bird 
Biology." Another nice feature found 
scattered throughout the book is capsule 
biographies of bird biologists and short 
explanations of the origins of bird 
names. 

Many of the essays are illustrated by 
fine pen-and-ink drawings done by 
biologist Shahid Naeem--wing shapes, 
bills, feet, feather structure, thermo- 
regulating shorebirds, displays, stratifi- 
cation of seabird nests, even one illus- 

trating the contribution of crane dis- 
plays to human dance. The essays are 
also cross-indexed with each other, so 
that one can move easily to related top- 
ics, and almost all have references to 
pertinent literature. 

Throughout the book there are 
touches that show the care invested by 
the authors to make this mini-encyclo- 
pedia "user friendly." There are silhou- 
ettes adjacent to each treatment to help 
orient readers taxonomically (these were 
not available for the pages reproduced 
here); a list of birds omitted from the 
book is included so that you will not 
wonder whether a species you cannot 
find is listed under a new name. The 

symbols and design of the summary line 
are thoroughly explained both in a sec- 

tion called "How to Use This Book" and 

in the endpapers. There is a separate 
"Essay Table of Contents" at the back 
which locates the essays by topic--since 
in the book they are, as far as possible, 
placed on the page opposite the species 
with which they are most appropriate. 

As one might expect, so novel and 
diverse a book was produced by a team 
of birders with varied and complemen- 
tary talents. Ehrlich is a biologist best 
known for his work on the human pre- 
dicament and the population biology of 
butterflies, and has written extensively 
on ecology and evolution. Dobkin is first 
and foremost a bird ecologist, whose re- 
search has included bird song, habitat 
fragmentation and bird communities, 
and extensive investigations of hum- 
mingbird flower mites. Wheye has done 
work on the evolution and behavior of 

butterflies, including the possible role 
of birds in the evolution of butterfly 
wing patterns, and brought to the pro- 
ject the perspective of a newcomer to 
bird biology. The genesis of the project 
was described by Ehrlich in "Back to 
Birding" (American Birds, Vol. 41, 2, 
Summer 1987). Together they have 
produced a compact volume that should 
impact the birding fraternity as effec- 
tively as roof prism binoculars; it is an 
essential complement to the identifica- 
tion guides you now own. We have in- 
cluded several preliminary mockups of 
some of the pages from the book, to be 
published this spring by Simon and 
Schuster. This modest little classic bears 

a suitably remarkable bargain price of 
under $15.00. Buy two--at this price 
you can even afford to lose one in a 
quaking bog. 
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