
BOOK REVIEWS: 
PETERSON'S REVISED FIELD GUIDE 

A Field Guide to the Bird s, Roger Tory Pererson . 1980. Houghto n Mifflin Com ­
pany, Boston, MA. 384 pages, 136 plates. $9.95 (paper), $15.00 (hardcover). 

The long-awaired and much ballyhooed fou rrh ed ition of Peterson's A Field 
Guide to the Birds has arrived . The new edition incorporates ma ny significant 
changes in content an d format from the previous edi tion . Perhaps the most 
noticeabl e change is the arrangement of th e individual species accounts opposite 
their color p lates . At last , no more frenzie d page shuffling to check a field 
character on a flitti ng fall warbler! Such a major change in format has requi red 
a large reduction in the size of the individual and family descrip tions. The "similar 
species" accounts are now quite brief with mo re extensive cross referencing, e.g. , 
for rhe pro thonotory warbler, "see (1) yellow warbler . (2) hlue-winged warbler"; 
the birder is th us warne d of similarities and left to d iscern differen ces on his 
or he r own . The cum bersome range descrip tions are gon e. In the ir place, brief 
notes on general distri bution in th e text and referenc e to a color-coded range 
map for each species in th e back of the book. Each range map illustrates the 
species' summer, winte r and year-round distribution. Supe rimposed on each map 
are interesting tidbits on migration , range expan sions, irruptions, invasions and 
the like. In general, the maps seem accurate. reflecting recent range expansions 
for birds such as the tu rkey vulture . cardinal. and cattle egret. These maps should 
be very useful because this information is largely out of date in other field gu ides 
and difficult to obtain elsewhere. The descriptions of families are much more 
concise , containing less inform ation on field characters - leaving this to the 
species accounts , and more not es on food habits, family range, the nu mb er of 
species per famil y, plum age cha racteristi cs, and ecology. 

There are many smaller but sign ificant changes th roughout. Th e life list is 
now systematic, complete with Latin names. The previously small section on 
"How to Iden tifv Birds" has been expanded and shoul d prove very help ful to 
begin ners. Notes on typical hab itats of each species (dickcissels and alfalfa ) are 
included in the species accounts. ;\ un ique and much-needed add ition are seven 
plates, two of exot ics (mostly waterfow l and para keets) and five dealing with 
accident als from the Tropics and Eurasia. Has anyone seen a white-winged black 
tern or a bram bling lately? Borh have been sigh ted in the midwest and both 
are Eurasian birds illustrated in Peterson's "Accidentals from Eurasia" section . 

Despite such sweeping changes. the new edition has retained a uniquely 
Petersonian flavor in its text and plates. For examp le , we read th at th e bobolink 
has put his d resssuit on backwards. Similarly, family characters such as the tubular 
salt gland of Proccllariids are illustrated with an inset. Extinct species are also 
inset illustrated with pro bable da tes of extinction, lest we forget what has already 
been lost . For th ose of us weaned on earlier edit ions of this guide, these added 
touches are much appreciated. 

Finally. the plat es. Th ere are 136 new or red rawn plates, with each species 
illustrated in color. The vast majority are more [han adequate for a book of th is 



sort ; indeed , some border on excellence. However, I m ust take exception with 
a few illustrations. The most bothersome to me is th e similarity in head size 
of our two North American eagles. I have foun d the much smaller head and 
beak of golden eagles to be an excellent aid in d istinguishing th em from bald 
eagles. This difference is not made clear in the text or plates. There are other 
pIares with minor problems which should have little effecr on actual field iden­
tification but neverthel ess detract from their overall attr activeness. In particular, 
I found the head and bill of the Carolina and black-capped chickadees to be 
roo broad and at an imp rope r angle. Likewise, th e head and bill of the can­
vasback lack the characteristic sloping head profile. I foun d th e three plates on 
owls very good. except th at all bur three of the species are illustrated from the 
neck up . Granted . most field characters for these species are included ; however, 
body size and shape and such field characters as tai l and leg length are laeking 
in the plates. 

Because no boo k review would be complete with out making note of at least 
one insignificant mistake, I should po int out the spotbill du ck illustrated in (he 
plate of exotics on page 302. The text reference num ber for this bird is buried 
in its breast feathe rs making it a bit difficult to detect. 

In this, the fourth edi tion of his field guide, Peterson claims his most famous 
work "has come of age ." I agree th at thi s edition is a vast improvem ent and 
is in fact a new boo k more than it is a revision. Still , rhe age-old complain ts 
linger. One must have two Peterson field guides to cover the North Am erican 
avifauna as opposed to a single guide for, say, the Golden series. Peterson claims 
there is simp ly too mu ch to cover in a single field gu ide and he may be righ t. 
However. a single field guide to purchase, " learn," take on a bird tr ip , poten ­
tially lose or misplace, erc. , makes life much simpler, at least for me . Possibly 
even great er complaints were the separation of text from plates and a lack of 
range maps . The text and plate problem is a th ing of the past , and there are 
now up-to-date range maps. However, we are faced with more page flippi ng 
to find range maps for each species. 

All of this leaves me pleased but just a little bit disappointed . This ed ition 
could have been even bette r. As it stands, I conside r the fourth edi tion a very 
usefu l work for beginners and experts alike. Surely such up-to-date range maps 
by themselves are worth th e purchase pr ice . Th ere is, in addition , muc h more 
offered he re. 
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