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not been summarised. The author has mostly
cherry-picked outstandingly high counts of each
species, usually connected with severe winter
weather or unusual food concentrations, rather
than examining trends in numbers. Breeding
species are treated in rather more detail with an
account of changes between the two atlases, which
covered 1968–72 and 1988–94.
The 21st-century sections are, surprisingly, the
shortest parts of the species accounts. Histograms
of monthly occurrence are given for around 30
ducks, raptors, waders and terns. The treatment is
not consistent; Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica
and Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea get histograms but Black-tailed Godwit L. limosa and
Little Stint C. minuta don’t, and only six passerines
warrant such treatment. As in the previous sections, unusually high counts have been highlighted
but in general very little detail is provided; readers
will have to continue to refer to the London Bird
Reports to get the data they need. Most of the
information included for breeders is piecemeal,
the accounts having been compiled before the
results of the 2007–11 Atlas were available.
The Facts and Figures sections include details
of first and last dates and also high counts for each
species; this information is usually repeated from
the previous sections and so seems superfluous.
The treatment of scarcer visitors and vagrants
is different. Most get a well-written chronological
narrative of records followed by a list of the same
records, which simply repeats the information in a

different format. Only three species get histograms
of monthly occurrences. The book is completed
with appendices listing escapes and species not
accepted, a four-page bibliography and a gazetteer.
Andrew Self has single-handedly taken on the
herculean task of writing an up-to-date avifauna
of London. However, in my opinion this book represents a missed opportunity to present a thorough analysis of the wealth of data that has been
collected over the last 60 years and published in
the London Bird Reports; in particular the most
recent information from the present century has
been glossed over. A detailed history of London
ornithology is notably lacking; a starting point
would have been to combine and flesh out the
information in the Introduction, Discoveries and
Dates, and Important London Naturalists sections
as well as including prominent people who are still
with us. Although this is an avifauna rather than
an atlas, the complete lack of maps is a disappointment, and perhaps this book should have been
delayed until the 2007–11 Atlas data were available. As alluded to above, the design is a tired
format and the editing has been less than thorough. At £50.00, the price does not represent the
best value for money compared with other recent
avifaunas. Many keen London birders and collectors of county bird books will wish to own a copy,
although I don’t think that it will appeal to less
serious birders.
John Clark

HBW Alive
www.hbw.com
Basic Annual Subscription €29.95,
Supporting Annual Subscription €44.95. Plus one-off €20.00 fee.
If you were sent to a desert island and were
allowed to take just one bird book with you, which
one would you choose? In my case it would have to
be the Handbook of the Birds of the World (HBW).
OK, so that is cheating a little as this is, of course, a
17-volume book. If you possess the full set, then
you’ll know that it takes up almost a metre of your
bookshelves. But now the online version of HBW
is available. While I love the pleasure of dipping
into a well-illustrated book, would I enjoy doing
the same on my computer?
For those who are not familiar with HBW in
traditional format, it contains 13,367 pages written
by 277 experts, 10,200 maps, over 20,600 figures,
and about 100,000 bibliographic references. We are
talking about 15 million words of text. However,

with improved DNA analysis the changes in our
understanding of taxonomy are occurring more
frequently than they did when the first volume of
HBW appeared. It is a sad fact that those beautiful
volumes are, in reality, a static statement of expert
opinion at the time of publication – and they will
become outdated more rapidly than we ever imagined.
So what do you get with the online version,
HBW Alive? It contains the full accounts for every
bird species that was included in the 17 volumes,
although not the 15 species for which original
scientific descriptions were published in Vol. 17.
The accounts appear in normal-size text (not the
tiny font that was used in the books). Each
description includes the distribution map and the
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colour illustrations from the book – all of which
can be enlarged on your page. The maps have been
updated with colour to indicate seasonal changes.
A section describing ‘Voice’, which was lacking in
the early HBW volumes, is currently being added
to all bird species accounts. In addition, there are
links to photographs and videos submitted to
the HBW free site – Internet Bird Collection
(http://ibc.lynxeds.com), which hosts some 82,000
videos, 111,000 photographs and 12,000 sound
recordings covering 94% of the bird species of the
world. An interesting facility is the ability to
compare different species side by side – comparing
any aspect that interests you.
I particularly enjoyed reading the family chapters, which are often up to 50,000 words or more
in length. These are all included – although, for
copyright reasons, without the colour photographs
that graced the book. These chapters cover systematics, morphological aspects, habitat, general
habits, voice, food and feeding, breeding, relationships with man, and status and conservation.
Within these texts are hyperlinks to photographs
and videos, which add value – particularly when
showing certain aspects of behaviour or display.
Each species account has a list of bibliographic references, and in some cases there are hyperlinks to a
PDF of the original paper or the journal website.
New references are being added each month and
almost 7,000 extra bibliographic references have
already been added to those used in the printed
version.
For those who want to follow the HBW taxonomy, a tool is provided to generate and keep
personal notes on each bird species. In addition,

for travelling birders, printable country checklists
can be generated, with the option of including
colour illustrations of every species. These customised checklists can be printed or exported to
Excel or Word. Tutorials are provided that explain
how everything works; these are essential reading,
without which you will definitely miss out on
some of the more interesting facilities.
What I have described so far is what you can do
with a basic-level membership. If, however, you
upgrade to become a Supporting Member, then
you can access a bird database called ‘My Birding’.
This enables you to keep track of your own
records. Exactly how you are able to follow any
future splits recognised by HBW and move your
sightings accordingly remains to be seen. While
this is an attractive option, it does require a leap of
faith on your part that HBW Alive will always be
there in the future, and that their cyber security is
sufficient to ensure that there is no catastrophic
loss of your data.
Having used HBW Alive for nine months now, I
can thoroughly recommend it. The proof of how
good this facility is must be that I have not
touched any of the 17 hard-copy volumes during
that time. They have remained on the bookshelf
gathering dust. In a way that is a shame – but it is
the way of the future. That said, I have actually
accessed far more HBW information in the last
nine months than in the previous nine years. So,
on a personal level, HBW Alive has brought me
closer to the information that I need – and surely
that is what publishing is all about.
Keith Betton

A Birdwatchers’ Guide to Portugal, the Azores
and Madeira Archipelagos
By Colm Moore, Goncalo Elias and Helder Costa
Birdwatchers’ Guides, 2014
Pbk, 212pp; 18 black-and-white line-drawings, 35 maps
ISBN 978-1-871104-13-4 Subbuteo code M16197
£17.99 BB Bookshop price £16.00
The Prion Birdwatchers’ Guide
series was launched
in 1988 with the
publication of a guide to Nepal. This latest guide is
a new and enlarged edition of the authors’ original
guide to Portugal and Madeira, published in 1998.
Several new sites for mainland Portugal have been
added and the section on Madeira has been

extended to four chapters to cover the uninhabited
Desertas and Selvagens archipelagos. This edition
has been augmented by nine sections on the
Azores archipelago, one for each island, and
includes rarity hotspots; these being particularly
helpful for European birders seeking to increase
their Western Palearctic lists with Nearctic rarities.
Some 150 pages are devoted to a breakdown of
the main sites. For mainland Portugal, these are
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