REVIEW

”A Field Guide to the Bird Songs of South-East Asia”, compiled and edited by
Terry White. The British Library National SoundArchive 1984. Price 10 pounds
sterling (add one pound for addresses outside Britain) from the Curator of Wildlife
Sounds, British Library National Sound Archive, 29 Exhibition Road, London
SW7 2AS.

A number of authors have produced discs or cassettes of bird sounds of the Sunda
region, especially in West Malaysia, but this is the first published general sound

44



Kukila 1985 2(2).

identification guide. Although not expressly stated, it is clearly intended as a com-
panion to the book of nearly the same name (King, Dickinson & Woodcock,
1975), and applicable to the area covered by that book, namely the mainland of SE
Asia. However as stated in the preface, many of these birds are common
throughout the Oriental region. Out of the 136 spp listed, 115 occur in Indonesia,
mainly in Sumatra and Kalimantan (only about 65 in Java). Indeed 20 were actual-
ly recorded in Indonesia, most of these in Java by H. Bartels and H. Groeneveld,
but three were made in Sumatra by this reviewer.

A casual visitor to the forests of Sumatra and Kalimantan is frequently disappointed
by the apparent paucity of his observations, which belies the richness of the habitat.
Forest birding requires determination, patience and especially time. A good ear is
also a very useful asset. With experience, more and more reliance is placed on
vocalizations. 1 have personally succeeded in observing only once o twice each
barbet making each of its diagnostic calls, but through sharing knowledge with
others | am now sufficiently confident to confirm the presence of barbet spp
wherever | go, based entirely on their calls. But herein lies the greatest danger.
While some species have calls that are immediately and absolutely diagnostic, there
are a great many pitfalls of which the newcomer may be totally unaware. Indeed he
should make it his aim to personally confirm every 'diagnostic’ call that he has learnt
through others or from cassettes.

In my early years in the region, I remember fooling the experts of that time, quite
unintentionally: a tape | sent them for confirmation of identification included a Red-
winged Babbler Stachyris erythroptera giving a slow soft version of its song, or sub-
song, recorded at very close range. The experts were unanimous in naming it a
trogon. This experience emphasizes the risk of hearing recorded bird voices out of
context, as it were. Listening to the short high-pitched whistle of the Buft-necked
Woodpecker Meiglyptes tukki (no. 64), it occurred to me that at least one babbler
and one flycatcher have a very similar call (another reviewer has identified it as a
bulbull - see Addendum). On site one might realize that the call was not from a
small lower-storey passerine, but this cannot be determined from a recording. Even
on site, it is very difficult to distinguish the long drawn-out monotone whistle of the
Garnet Pitta Pitta granatina (no. 71) from that of another skulking ground bird
which is not represented, the Malaysian Rail Babbler Eupetes macrocercus. Often
however, the compiler has taken care to indicate such similarities, for example
under no. 111 he notes that Stachyris ruficeps has a song very similar to that il-
lustrated for the Golden Babbler S. chrysaea. To this must be added the song of S.
rufifrons!

Several of the barbets have two distinct calls, one I call the "tok-tok” call and the
other the "trilling” call. Only the trilling call is given for the Gold-whiskered Barbet
Megalaima chrysopogon (49), and the tok-tok call for the Red-throated Barbet M.
mystacophanos (51), but the accompanying notes mention the alternative calls for
both species. 1t is not generally known that the Blue-eared Barbet M. australis (56)
also has its version of the trilling call, which once gave me a lot of trouble to track
down. Incidentally the frequency with which this barbet occurs as a background to
other recordings reflects a very real situation in the forest, as any SE Asian bird
recordist will be aware (cicadas and gibbons are the other 'nuisance noises’, and the
whine of a mosquito in front of hand-held microphone!). In passing, we should
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