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The 'sport' of rare bird hunting and finding is, if anything, a growing, not declining obsession. There has been a perceptible and progressive shift in recent years from pure listing, 'twitching', to the increased kudos of the 'self-found list' among rare bird enthusiasts in Britain and Ireland. Increasing numbers of individuals and teams carefully strategise about how to be best positioned for those 'better than sex' moments of discovery.

While the 'punk birders' rules (www.freewebs.com/punkbirder/selffoundrules.htm) require an element of being 'genuinely surprised' as confirmation of an untainted self-find, the reality is that the most successful finders of rare birds in Britain and Ireland are those who endeavour to be out in the field as much as possible, but also become obsessive students of where and when rare birds are most likely to be found. Highly informed expectation is part of what brings results. Enter Russell

Slack's new book.

First impressions are of a compact, but thick tome, with an alluring and colourful front cover painted by Ray Scally. It is quickly apparent that Slack has prudently employed the talents of a number of individuals including the likes of Tim Melling, Ian Wallace and Martin Collinson in consultancy/editorial roles, as well as a back-up 'production team' including Julian Hough and John Jackson. Hough, Wallace, Scally and James Gilroy supply the scattering of fine monochrome vignettes, although I did feel there could have been a few more illustrations. Scene-setting early

chapters on the BBRC and the BOURC (by their respective chairmen) indicate a strong desire that this should be an authoritative tome. These are preceded by some real meat as Alex Lees and James Gilroy write substantively on 'Vagrancy mechanisms in passerines and near-passerines'. This book is worth getting for this chapter alone. It recalled for me the paradigm shift and education I underwent on reading a similar chapter in Vinicombe and Cottridge's 1996 Rare Birds in Britain and Ireland: a photographic record (which was followed immediately by my purchase of a globe and some string!). This chapter is at the vanguard of stretching and advancing our collective understanding of bird vagrancy. The core of the book follows on.

I am very pleased that the choice was made to include both British and Irish records, as the two together seem to present a common zoo-geographic area in respect of rare birds which differs from elsewhere in western Europe. Species accounts cover all of the near-passerines and passerines (sandgrouse to orioles) which are presently (or as of 2007) considered by the BBRC and IRBC (so some will be disappointed not to find analysis of recently BBRC discards, such as Radde's Warbler and Red-rumped Swallow).
roadly speaking, each account follows a set format. A BWP-style header gives the original citation for the species, detailed geographic distribution (based on the most up-to-date BBRC data) followed by a section on taxonomy, which runs from one word 'monotypic' to a beefy paragraph

drawing on the very latest research material (eg Eastern & Moltoni's Subalpine Warblers and the flava wagtail complex). An historical perspective often contains thought-provoking material and this section is periodically spiced up with an inspirational finder's account (check out the 'Tengmalm's Owl on the dining room table' story!). The ensuing sections, entitled 'Where', 'When', and 'Discussion', and are pretty much self-explanatory. For those species in which the number of records is below 20, the historical review is replaced by a full list of all the records, and the Where and When sections are enfolded into the Discussion section.

I reviewed this book while on holiday in western Turkey, so I was naturally drawn towards digesting the accounts of species which I was daily observing in the field. Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, Rüppell's Warbler, Cretzschmar's Bunting, Eastern Black-eared Wheatear, Roller, Black-headed Wagtail and Masked Shrike were all explored in 'Slack'. Here, I discovered the shear breadth of the work undertaken. While comparisons may be made with previous works on rare bird records in Britain and Ireland, none of these has tackled the analysis of statistics, the trends and patterns anything like as comprehensively. This book thereby becomes an important tool for focussing the mind of the rarity hunter and twitcher alike.

I was surprised to be reminded how truly rare Eastern Olivaceous Warbler really is. Having seen two British birds and followed the news on several well publicised individuals, it is easy to build up a false perception of the status of the species. I learnt that, despite the loss of some old records of the recently split Western Olivaceous Warbler from the British list, other western European records make it nevertheless a potential vagrant (either as a May/June overshoot or maybe a late September surprise). Here, a great strength of the book is the backdrop of European and Western Palearctic records which put the British and Irish records into context. I enjoyed again the account of the Norfolk Rüppell's Warbler, and mused about colourless autumn Cretzschmar's Buntings being overlooked, with all four records of this vagrant so far being of resplendently plumaged males (and are those chipping "djip" and whistling "jew" calls sufficiently well-downloaded into my memory for instant recall should the moment arise?). Slack's analysis of Black-eared Wheatears includes apposite questioning of some early records from NW England, which hint at the need for review. This account also raises the question as to why melanoleuca Black-eared Wheatears have only been confirmed in spring. The Roller account helps to explain the decline in frequency by exploring aspects of agricultural change in core populations. The section which included Black-headed Wagtail was far more detailed than anticipated, with information on the current taxonomic thinking on all forms of flava, including the intriguing and little-studied

eastern birds, whose presence is suggested by grey-and-white first-winters seen each autumn. When I delved into the Masked Shrike section, I quickly cast back into the other shrike accounts. The section on the Isabelline Shrike complex is perhaps one of the most comprehensive synopses on the

subject currently available. I was suitably impressed. The latter pages of the book cover Category D and selected Category E species. An apparently extensive bibliography does omit some material referenced in the main text, which hopefully will be rectified in Volume 2.

On a personal note, one of my target-species for self- finding is Yellow-breasted Bunting. Slack's prose of the decline in records includes analysis of the expansion and contraction of the species in the Western Palearctic and how the species is enjoyed as a 'snack' and some kind of household talisman in parts of the Far East made for an enlightening and entertaining read (as well as having a bearing on its vagrancy). It made me wonder if some future work could be expanded into full blown 'life histories of vagrants'.

One would have to read much source material to glean the information so helpfully distilled in this book. It represents the most detailed analysis of rare bird records yet undertaken. Finding rare birds requires much time in the field, constant learning about all aspects of common bird

identification, perseverance when you feel like giving up, and a certain amount of serendipity. This book will not really help with any of these. But the other key aspect in focussing the mind of the rarity hunter is to be as highly informed as possible on what is most likely to be seen at what season and under what conditions. This book and its companion Volume 2 (on the non-passerines, due in 2010) are set to take pole position as the reference on rare bird vagrancy patterns in Britain and Ireland (with direct application to elsewhere in Western Europe) for quite some time. So now, thankfully better informed, I am off to look for that bunting..
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