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Reviews — Revues  
 

 
Field Guide to the Birds of Western Africa, by N. Borrow & R. Demey, 2004. 512 
pp., 148 col. plates, numerous maps. Christopher Helm, London. ISBN 0-7136-6692-
7, paperback, £29.99. 
 
This is the field edition of Birds of Western Africa, by the same authors and publisher, 
which appeared in 2002 (see Malimbus 24: 45–47, 2002), hereafter “handbook”. The 
present work, 2 cm smaller all round, with 60% of the price and pages, and one more 
plate than the handbook, most importantly weighs less than half of what the hardback 
handbook does, at just less than 1 kg. 
 Geographical coverage is unchanged, W Africa by the authors’ definition 
extending southeast to Congo Republic. All bird species recorded or claimed from the 
region are illustrated in colour, as are distinctive sex, age and infraspecific plumages 
(but sometimes without saying which ssp. is illustrated). Ten plates are new and many 
amended, including filling up the emptier ones of the handbook. All are of course 
smaller so some show the birds quite tiny, but they are fine for identification 
purposes. Nomenclature, taxonomy and distribution are updated to 2004, and some 
common names have been changed, mostly sensibly and to reflect common usage. 
Many of the maps are more detailed, not just updated it seems. This is a great 
improvement, as the maps are one’s primary reference to the distributional literature 
when in the field. 
 The major omission from the handbook is the bulk of the text, unnecessary for 
field identification. In this work, 453 of the 512 pages are devoted to plates, 
descriptions and maps. Brief identification texts face the plates, as in the handbook, 
and the maps, which were placed on text pages in the handbook, are now grouped on 
map plates interspersed every few pages with the colour plates. The species texts are 
mostly of 3–5 lines each, giving the main identification points for each plumage 
phase, habitats, habits where these aid identification and voice where distinctive, 
usually with a reference to Chappuis (2000, African Bird Sounds, Société d’Etudes 
Ornithologiques de France, Paris). In some cases identification texts over-run their 
page and are continued on the accompanying map plate, which should be merely a 
minor inconvenience. On the whole, I think the arrangement will work well in the 
field, and of course one can now take the book in a large pocket, whereas the 
handbook was heavy even for a backpack. 
 The remaining pages carry introductory sections on how to use the book, climate, 
topography, habitats, restricted-range species and Endemic Bird Areas in W Africa, 
and at the end, brief lists of key regional references and indexes of scientific and 
English names. No Family names are used, whereas I would like to have seen these in 
the page headers along with the English group-names. 
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 There are a few slips, such as on p. 11 in the review of taxonomic changes with 
respect to the handbook (“Cinnyris obscura” becomes “Cinnyris olivaceus”, whereas 
the genus is Cyanomitra in both books), and on p. 18 the description of the Cape 
Verde Islands is 90° out, since the western islands, both north and south, are the 
mountainous ones. However, I didn’t spot many such errors, and field testing would 
be necessary to pick up slips in the species texts; I couldn’t find any on a random pass 
through. 
 At last we have what we have all been waiting for: a comprehensive field guide to 
W African birds. 
 

Alan Tye 
 
 




