
Clive Hopcroft is well known to 
numerous birders in South Af-
rica through the stimulating and 

humorous bird-identification courses 
that he has run over a period of many 
years, so it comes as no surprise that 
this book communicates an enormous 
amount of information in an easy and 
readable style.

The cover depicts the head of an Os-
trich with a minuscule Anna’s Hum-
mingbird perched on the tip of its bill 
and immediately alerts us to the author’s 
quirky sense of humour. 

Chapter 1 ‘Just what is a birder?’ gives 
plenty of scope for amusing definitions 
of the various classes of birdwatchers, 
which Hopcroft categorises into profes-
sional, birder, social and twitcher. It is for 
the last group that he reserves his most 
hilarious and disparaging comments. 
The dedicated twitcher is so emotionally 
involved in seeing a new species, or be-
ing tormented at not finding it, that he 
develops a nervous tic. The author rec-
ommends that anyone with high blood 
pressure should not become a twitcher 
and should carry a brown paper bag to 
prevent hyperventilation!

Chapter 2 ‘What is a Bird?’ delves into 
the origins of birds based on fossil evi-
dence. Thereafter there are seven chap-
ters, most of them divided into a number 
of parts, under the headings ‘The modern 
bird’, ‘How do birds make birds?’, ‘Brood 
parasites’, ‘Migration’, ‘The intelligence 
of birds’, ‘Questions we can answer’ and, 
finally, ‘They really are amazing’. These 
headings only hint at the wealth of facts 
to be found on every page, and the author 

covers birds on a worldwide scale. Every 
now and again he intersperses some of 
his own astute observations, for example 
on Southern Masked Weavers nesting in 
his garden.

There is so much of interest in this re-
markable book that it is difficult to single 
out some facts for special mention, but 
quail embryos that ‘talk’ to each other to 
ensure synchronous hatching, Amur Fal-
cons which fly non-stop for 3 000 kilo-
metres over the Indian Ocean, and the 
astonishing intelligence of the corvid fam-
ily, are some examples. And don’t miss the 
delightful poem on the Little Stint.

The colour illustrations tucked away at 
the back of the book, all by the author, 
came as a pleasant surprise, but one 
wonders whether it would not have been 
more meaningful to place them with 
their relevant chapters within the body 
of the text?

If you want to learn more about birds’ 
lives, then this fascinating book is your 
answer. 
PETER STEYN

nikon WORKSHOPS
The nikon School of PhoTograPhy in South Africa 
aims to inspire photographers of all levels and to promote discus-
sion about photography among Nikon users. Its goal is to help 
photographers master new techniques and improve their skills  
by providing clear information on a wide range of technical and 
creative topics. 

The Nikon School of Photography runs free workshops on a 
monthly basis. Participants are given practical tips and camera  
settings that will help them understand a particular theme.  
During May and June the workshops are on ‘Portraiture’ and ‘Macro’ 
photography respectively. 

The ‘Portraiture’ workshop will teach you how 
to take more natural-looking photographs of peo-
ple and will cover topics such as how to use your 
current equipment to get a better image, what 
tools we suggest you consider for portraiture, 
lighting (both natural and artificial) and posing.

In the ‘Macro’ photography workshop you will learn how to take 
the best possible macro/close-up images. We will cover topics such 
as how best to use your current set up, what equipment we sug-
gest you consider for macro photography, compositional guide-
lines, lighting and how to discover the world of the very small.

 For more information or to book for any Nikon Workshops, visit 
www.nikon.co.za/en_ZA. You can also sign up for our free monthly 
newsletter for more information about future workshops.
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