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REVIEWS

Owls of the World, their evolution, structure and
ecology. John A. Burton ed. Illustrated by John Rignall.
Furobooks Litd, London. pp. 216, Fully illustrated in
colour. Maps: 280 mm x 218 mm. $Aust. 14.50.

Interested in owls? Then this book is for you.

Editor John Burton has enlisted the aid of fourteen
European ornithologists who have each contributed
a chapter either upon owls as a group, e.g. The Origins
of Owls by C. A. Walker. or upon a particular group
of owls, e.g. Hawk Owls by Colin Harrison.

Supplementing the text are colour photographs from

a variety of sources. plus paintings by John Rignall,
giving an illustration of almost all the currently re-
cognised 133 species of owl. The photographs are

generally of excellent quality. Mainly portraits, though
some catch owls in their manv moods: an Australian
Masked Owl in full threat display. a Boobook with food
at the nest, a Snowy Owl in distraction display. By
far the most attractive page must be 107 with a photo
of a delicately camouflaged European Scops Owls con-
trasting markedly with another of a pair of White-
faced Scops Owls at their nest hollow. The photographs
of captive birds do not attlempt to hide their origin
and do not detract from the attractiveness of the book.

Rignall's illustrations are excellent. The cover shows

an Fagle Owl in flight and exemplifies his accuracy
of style and realism. These drawings of the eighty
rarer species provide a  valuable reference for the
ornithologist interested in birds of the world as well

as the birds of his own area. How else could 1 have
accurately pictured the rare Ninox meeki from Manus
Island? Tt is a pity that no painting could have been
provided for the Laughing Owl of New Zealand, now
possibly extinct, One wonders what others may have
been missed despite the dust cover claim that all species
are illustrated.

The introduction by Bernard Stonehouse reflects the
contents as a whole: a discussion of the ecology of
owls—their signifiance to the natural world, their signi-
ficance to man: their special characteristics—structure.
sight, origins, etc.: the owls themselves—the small group
of Tytorid species. the larger group of Strigid species:
and a word of warning. owl conservation.

The main text follows Peters Checklist with slight
modifications based upon new knowledge gained over
the past 30 years. The widespread Barn Owl introduces
the first of these systematic-ecological chapters (Barn
and Bay Owls by . Prestt and R. Wagstaffe) and
receives the most complete (reatment as il is the most
widely studied. The characters of the 34 subspecies
are clearly deseribed and a world distribution map
shows the range of each. Distribution maps, incidently.
are given for each species. These must of course be
generalised: the lowland rainforest range of the Sooty-
backed Hawk Owl correctly omits the central cordillera
of New Guinea. However, the range of the Papuan
Hawk Owl, also stated to be lowland rainforest, in-
cludes this island backbone. For rarer species such as
this it may have been worthwhile providing spot
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records based upon the collections in the world's greatest
natural history museums,

The following chapters deal with various groups of
owls: Fishing, Eagle and Snowy Owls (M. Fogden),
Scops and Screech Owls (G. Hekstra), Wood Owls
(H. Mikkola), Hawk Owls (C. Harrison} and the
Little, Pygmy and EIf Owls (G. Ginn). There is a
wealth of information in the text. Fach time 1 open
the book at random 1 learn something new. The general
chapters: Owls and men (T. Soper). The Origin of
Owls (C. A. Walker), What Makes an Owl (P. Burton),
Conservation (R. Murten), Owl Pellets (D. Glue) and
Owl Voices (W. van der Weyden and H. Ginn). provide
an informative and readable synthesis of current know-
ledge in each of these areas.

This book is to be welcomed. It presnts an up to
date and beautifully presented treatment of a fascinating
group of birds; it adds to the list of owl books over
recent vears—Sparks and Soper’s “Owls: their natural
and unnatural history™, Fleay’s “Nightwatchmen of
bush and plain™, Grossman and Hamlett's “Birds of
Prey of the World"—and it is one more in the growing
list of books on a particular group of birds—Goodwin
on pigeons, Brown and Amadon on hawks and eagles,
Forshaw and Cooper on parrots. ete. It is to be hoped
that more books of this nature will be published.

Finally the word of warning, from the owls which
cannot compete with man but which, with their neur
relatives the falcons can demonstrate to man his folly
in world management: these birds must “command
[man’s] attention, his respect and his protection; like
so many other animals of outstanding quality, they
stand in twin jeopardy from his ruthless destruction of

habitat and his mindless spreading of poisons across
the world™.
The wise old owl, at the top of the food chain,

has helped teach man a lesson and in doing so has
laid down his own life. What will man do in return?

ERIC LINDGREN, Port Moresby. P.N.G.

Bird in the Hand

Copies of this book are available for $4.00
plus postage 50c.

Remittances should be addressed to the Secre-
tary, The Bird Banders® Association of Australia,
P.O. Box A313, Sydney South. 2000.



