















































up extraordinary populations as high as 12,000 snakes per square mile. The Brown Tree
Snake, a highly capable climber, caused wide-spread power outages by shorting out
powerlines on the poles it scaled. It eats birds, lizards, and small mammals, and large
specimens have attacked babies in their cribs. Hungry Brown Tree Snakes have been
known to take chicken off an unguarded barbecue grill, and spare ribs were found in the
stomach of one trapped individual, a very unsnake-like dietary item.

The difficult search for the cause of Guam’s bird extinction—the blind alleys, the
scientific rivalries and conflicts, the ingenious solutions to difficult problems, made in
spite of the difficulties involved in working on a remote island with meager funds—
makes a fascinating story. It is well told by Mark Jaffe, who writes on the environment
for the Philadelphia Inquirer. Jaffe spent two years in research for the book.

Jaffe also tells about the transplanting of the Guam Rail to Rota and ponders the
frightening possibility of further transport of the Brown Tree Snake to the Hawaiian
Islands and other Pacific islands. Like Kudzu in the American South and the Zebra
Mussel in the Great Lakes, the invasion of Guam by the Brown Tree Snake is an example
of how the human-mediated introduction of an exotic species can have terrible environ-
mental consequences.

Shadowbirds: A Quest for Rails by William Burt. 1994. Lyons and Burford, Pub. 172
pp., 17 black-and-white photographs, 8 color plates, $25 hardcover.

In what is more than a photographers’ journal, but not a scientific discussion of rail
ecology, William Burt describes his pursuit of Black Rails in Maryland and Connecticut
and Yellow Rails in North Dakota, Minnesota, and Manitoba. Rails, especially the
elusive, shy Black Rail and Yellow Rail, are notoriously difficult to observe and nearly
impossible to photograph well. Burt succeeds in his photographic quest as a result of
stubborn persistence and brilliant application of his talent for field photography. The
results are the especially vivid color and black-and-white photographs of rails and other
wetland birds and their habitat presented in Shadowbirds.

Burt conveys the sense of excitement that accompanies his successful trips and the
bitter disappointment that more often nags the efforts of those who seek rails in their
marshland homes. One also gains some knowledge of the oologists who hunted rail eggs
in wetlands, places often gone now, or so diminished that one no longer hears the tick-
tick-tick, tick-tick calls of Yellow Rails or the de-de-drr of a Black Rail on June nights.

But if you are interested in detailed discussion of rail biology, this is not the book
for you. Burt disavows any interest in science (“...my distaste for the scientific way of
seeing things is definite.”) He is interested only in facts that will help him find birds and
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their nests. A more interesting book may have resulted had Burt used his manifest writing
talent to educate readers on the biology of his elusive subjects. Still Shadowbirds is an
entertaining story of his quest for trophy photographs.

A. R. Buckelew Jr.
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