
BIRDS OF THE GREAT PLAINS 

Birds ofthe Great Plains : Breeding species and their distribution . Paul A . Johns ­
gard. 1979. University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln. 539 pages. $21.50. 

This book was a disappointrnent lO us. It is almost entir ely a condensation of 
several recent state bird books. Th e region considered is bounded by Minnesota­
Oklahoma on the east, westward to the 1000 meridian ; the entire Great Plains is 
not covered. Because of the non-ecological boundaries that Johnsgard uses, 
distribution maps for a number of species are incomplete. These boundaries 
provide the reader with an inadequate understanding of the distribution of many 
characteristic species of the Great Plains (e.g. Sage Grouse, Sage Thrasher , 
Brewer 's Sparrow). At least 27 species are discussed that do not belong in a report 
on the breeding birds of the Great Plains. Obvious among these are Anhinga , 
Boreal Chickadee, Winter Wren , and 13 wood warblers that nest in coniferous 
habitats of north-central Minnesota. 

Each species that has bred at least once within [ ohnsgard 's boundaries is 
described. The accounts of each species include: breeding status , breeding 
habitat, nest location, clutch size and incubation period, time of breeding, breed­
ing biology, and suggested readings. One serious fault with the species accounts is 
the inordinate amount of space devoted to several species. For example, in­
formation provided for accidental breeding species (e.g, Fulvous Whistling Duck , 
Gray Vireo) is as extensive as that provided for characteristic species such as 
Horned Lark. 

In the preface, the author describes his methods of obtaining data; he relied 
heavily on state bird books and other published accounts (some were anecdotal). 
Thus, it is apparent that very little new information is provided. An inadequate 
evaluation of these sources is shown in the discussion of the Great-tailed Grackle. 
Two 1977 Nebraska records are included. A check of the citation (N ebr . Bird 
Review 45 :18, 1977), reveals that one "nest" may not have been a nest. In the 
note, it is stated that although adults were seen carrying food into a spruce tree 
and then disappearing, "no nestling calls were heard and no nests found. " This 
may have been a misidentification because pioneering Great -tailed Grackles in the 
Great Plains usually nest in wetlands. One wonders how many other questionable 
records wereused incompiling the range maps andspecies accounts. 

Reliance on the literature is also shown in breeding habitat discussions. About 
the Long-billed Marsh Wren , we learn that important breeding habitat includes 
" brackish tidal marsh es," and that " the banks of tidal rivers are also used." 
Although Verner found this species using tidal marsh habitat in Washington 
state, one would be hard-pressed to locate Long-billed Marsh Wrens nesting in 
tidal habitats in the Great Plains! 

Standard terminology has been used in describing the occurren ce and status of 
each species. Johnsgard has, however , developed his own system for naming 
speciesby removing the's in the possessive case. Thus, Cassin's Kingbird , Bell's 
Vireo and Brewer's Sparrow becomeCassin, Bell and Brewer. In addition to not 
being approved by the American Ornithologists ' Union or American Birding 
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Association . we find these "new" names quite cumbersome and possibly mis­
leading. "Bell Vireo" conveys the impression of a bird that lives in a church 
steeple, or perhaps suggesting a vocal quality. 

For the birder , the author provides a brief description of 44 bird-watching 
areas in the Great Plains. The list was developed by reviewing published bird 
checklists for each area. For the scope of this book, the localities seem adequate , 
although heavy emphasis is placed on National Wildlife Refuges. An obvious 
typographic errorcredits Missouriwith seven areas; six of these are in Kansas. 

A bibliography of 420 entries on individual species has been provided. Th is is 
probably the most important and useful contrib ution of the book. 

Little attention is paid to the vegetation of the Great Plains. Most of the 
vegetation section deals with the occurrence of bird species among the potential 
vegetation types of Kuchler. Although the autho r states that " enormous 
changes" have occurred in the vegetation of the region, he lists none of these, 
and provides no locations. Even the Kuchler types are sometimes combined and 
only references to the birds of the area are provided. In othe r instances, well­
known vegetation distributi ons are overlooked, as with the Artemisia tridentate 
zone of western South Dakota. It is especially unfortunate that the grasslands and 
shru b-steppe of eastern Montana and Wyoming were not covered. In/ormation on 
the vegetation and birds of that region would have been part icularly useful as 
energy development proceeds in that area. The author found it interesting that the 
Canadian boreal forest should " intrude" into the Great Plains region . To us, the 
interesting phenomenon is how the author could extrude the Great Plains hun­
dreds of miles east of Fenneman's classic boundaries, at the expense of the Interior 
Lowlands. 

Although this book has value as a general reference, particularly for someone 
unfamiliar with this region , the material is superficial. The reader investigating a 
certain species would use his time better by consulting the bird book for each 
state, rathe r than Birds ofthe GreatPlains. 
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