
A BIRD BOOK FOR IOW A 

Iowa Birds. J ames J. Dinsmore , Thomas H . Kem , Da rwin Koenig , Peter C. 
Petersen , and Dean M. Roosa. 1984 . Iowa Sta te University Press, Ames. 356 
pages. $27. 95 (cloth ). 

Every regional book on bird s shou ld begin with th e stat ement made by these 
authors that begins the chap ter on Species Status; "The tru e d istribu tion of bird s 
in Iowa, always changing, will never be comple tely know n ." Substitu te the nam e 
of your reg ion and you will have th e tr uest starcrncn r mad e about regional bird 
books. Th is is what makes bird ing such a fascinat ing hob by, why regional works 
are revised over and over again , and why a work such as thi s is so valua ble at 
p resent for the state of Iowa. 

I remember bei ng asked in the 1970's why we were writing MinneJUIa Birdr, 
Wh ere , When and How Many . D id Minnesota need a new work on bird d istribu­
tion , considering that 1'. S. Rob erts covered th e su bject with h is mon ument al 
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treatise BIrds ofMinnesota published in 1932? The answer was an emphatic "yes," 
a new work was needed. In fact , th e one published in 1975 is now out of date 
and a revision is in preparation! 

The authors have prepared an excellent work on the current sta rus of 362 
species record ed in Iowa. In the chap ter on Definition of Species Status, th e 
categories of occurrence follow th e same criteri a used in our Minn esot a book: 
i.c. . regu lar , casual, and accident al. The same is tru e for the freque ncy terms; 
ab un dant , common, uncom mon and rare are used throughout th e book, as arc 
the criteria of nesting applied to determine whether a species has nested in the 
Slat e. 

O n the other ha nd . I have defini te negative feelings abou t the au rhors' 
Classification of Species. Th e division into eight categories (they say six, but 
the first is subdivided into th ree furt he r categories) is cumbersom e and in my 
op inion of littl e value to the reader. They State that "some au thorities writing 
state bird books have included only species substantiated by existing , well-labeled 
specimens; ot he rs have used all published and even unpublished records. This 
book takes the middle toad ." I know of no scholatly, well-researched book on 
regional d istributi on that is using unpublished non-verifi able records. I do no t 
feel Iowa has taken the "midd le of the toad " but has retained th e old -fashioned 
and outmode d term "hypothetical. " Th is term should be dele ted from state lists 
and species that , because of circumsta nces, cann ot be verified beyond a reasonable 
doubt should be relegated to an app endix or omitted altogether. The Classifica­
tion of Species as used in IowaBirds should be left for the Iowa Ornithologists' 
Union Records Comm ittee to use in their work , and not for th e reader. 

Th ere are excellent chap ters on "The Relatio nship of Birds to Iowa 
Geograp hy," "History of Iowa O rnithology," and "Breeding and Endange red 
Species. " The Species Accounts that take up the bul k of th e book are well done 
and give a wealth of inform at ion on each species in Iowa. Topics covered under 
each species include status , habitat , spring migration , summer, fall migration , 
winter, comment , and reference. The latter section is valua ble because it is placed 
with in each species account rather than at th e en d of the book. 

At the beginning of the Species Accounts there is a definition of the terms 
used on th e map s. Again , I find the terminology complicated. The use of 12 
sym bols on two di fferent base maps is JUSt too mu ch for the reader to handle . 
Why not two symbols showing the current (th e last 20·2 5 years) breeding status 
of each nesting species; one sym bol for positive breeding, the other for inferred 
breed ing? 

In general , th e aut hors have done an excellent job in giving us a new up· w­
da te and accurate picture of Iowa Birds. As can be seen from the above com­
ments, I think the y could ha ve done it a lill ie more simply and in a fash ion 
more easily understood by the gene ral birde r. 

One last comme nt: it scares me when I look at the pr ice of th is book , $27.95, 
and read on the title page that the "text in th is book was pr int ed from came ra­
ready copy suppl ied by the authors." Whatever happened to typesetri ng? 

Robert B. J anssen 
10>21 Sou th Cedar Lake Road 
Minnetonka, Minn esota 55343 
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