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Reviews
Bird of the Year
Ellen Rykers
Penguin
RRP $45
During this book’s launch, Forest & Bird 
Chief Executive Nicola Toki made the point 
that it’s better to engage with people on the 
plight of our native birds in a positive way and with a healthy 
sense of humour. Author Ellen Rykers has added to that formula 
with her superb illustrated history of F&B’s Bird of the Year 
(BOTY) competition, which combines engaging writing with over 
160 vibrant works by 17 artists, all in the name of celebrating the 
native birds of Aotearoa. Former F&B communications manager 
Lynn Freeman spoke about shepherding the project and how 
she enlisted Ellen Rykers as the book’s author, adding that “she 
was the perfect person to write this book” having worked on the 
BOTY while she was a F&B comms team staffer. 

The impressive result is a stylish 172 page, 26 x 20cm softback 
which weighs the same as an adult Whio (900g). It covers the 
origin and two decade history of the BOTY over 33 pages, 
including the Pekapeka-Tou-Roa Long-tailed Bat and Pūteketeke 
Crested Grebe controversies. The next 212 pages contain a series 
of 81 highly readable bird species texts including interesting 
ornithological and conservation information such as their 
conservation status and main threats, and acknowledgements 
of many of the people who have championed a bird along with 
often witty BOTY campaign anecdotes. For example, Fiona 
Powell created a quirky ‘Weka Olympics’ video in 2016 that went 
viral during the campaign.

As the F&B communications manager who came up with the 
idea for the first BOTY in 2005, my take is that it has achieved 
far more than I could have imagined back then. It has gone 
global and now attracts tens of thousands of votes each year, 
which is a good thing for awareness of our native birds and the 
conservation cause. If you’re looking for a book for an aspiring 
ornithologist, this would be an astute choice.

Feathers of Aotearoa
Niels Meyer-Westfield
Potton & Burton
$59.99

The first hollow filaments that evolved 
about 250 million years ago in pre-avian 
dinosaurs are thought to have been for insulation, display or 
communication rather than flight. Since then, a myriad of more 
complicated feathers have evolved. Written and illustrated 
by Niels Meyer-Westfield, this distinctive 200 page, 26 x 26cm 
hardback which weighs in at 1.42kg is a deep dive into the 
complex modern forms and functions of feathers. Designed 
in the style of a nature journal and printed on high quality 
uncoated paper, it brings to life our native birds in an innovative 
and informative way that deftly combines science with art. 

After an introduction describing the author’s passion for 
feathers and nature art, the book’s nine chapters cover the 
history of feathers, their colours and patterns, and the different 
types of feathers before focusing on the main bird groups with 
a selection of species from each. The text also covers relevant 
aspects of avian anatomy, migration, habitats and ecology.

Hundreds of illustrations elegantly evoke the versatile forms 
of the feathers of the native and endemic birds of Aotearoa, 
alongside a few introduced and Australian species. Each feather 
illustration is accurate and informative with the practical value 
of allowing identification in the wild. The striking field sketches 
and coloured pencil illustrations reflect careful field observations 
and the text displays an accumulation of detailed knowledge. 
The overall impression is of a very attractive book which will 
provide hours of interest by being both aesthetically pleasing 
and educational.   MICHAEL SZABO, EDITOR

History of the King’s 
College Bird Club
R.B. Sibson
R.B. (Dick) Sibson was a prolific author in 
Notornis, a co-author of the Field Guide to 
the Birds of New Zealand and outlying islands 
(1966), author of Birds of Fiji in colour (1972) 
and Birds at risk: rare or endangered species 
of New Zealand (1982), and a long-time editor 
of Notornis. Prior to emigrating here from 
England in 1939, he studied at Oxford University, graduating 
with an MA in Classics and a Diploma of Education. At Oxford, 
he met ornithologists and developed an interest in birdwatching. 
After graduation he taught at Sandbach grammar school, where 
he took up birdwatching opportunities, local and overseas. An 
enthusiastic amateur ornithologist, ‘Sib’ was a Classics teacher at 
King’s College in Auckland from 1939 until he retired in 1971.

He encouraged and mentored many students through the 
King’s College Bird Club. They undertook many projects and 
field trips with the OSNZ and the Wildlife Service, including to 
Pūkorokoro Miranda and numerous offshore islands. Many KCBC 
student members went on to become well-known ornithologists 
in their own right, including Barrie Heather as Notornis editor 
and co-author with Hugh Robertson of the Field Guide to the Birds 
of New Zealand (1996).

Sib prepared a history of the KCBC in 1989. Thanks to KCBC 
alumnus Tim Lovegrove providing the scans, it has now been 
published on the Birds New Zealand ‘Historical Publications' 
web page here: https://www.birdsnz.org.nz/wp-content/
uploads/2025/08/Kings-College-Bird-Club-History-R-B-
Sibson-1989.pdf

COLIN MISKELLY, NOTORNIS EDITOR

Caring for Kahurangi
Sandy & Robin Toy
Potton & Burton
RRP $59.99
Sandy and Robin Toy will be known to many 
members as co-authors of Distribution of 
great spotted kiwi, 2012–2021 (Notornis, 2021, 
Vol. 68: https://www.birdsnz.org.nz/wp-
content/uploads/2022/06/Toy-etal_69_1-18.
v3.pdf). Robin Toy also presented on the translocation of Roroa 
Great Spotted Kiwi at the June 2024 annual conference in 
Nelson, after which he and Sandy Toy led a field trip to the Flora 
Saddle area in Kahurangi National Park.

You would have to get up very early in the morning to do 
everything described in the book that they and their fellow 
Friends of Flora (FoF) have over the past 25 years. They 
must have lost count of how many times they have tramped 
up and down the rugged bush country below the peaks of 
Wharepapa Mt Arthur to track and locate Roroa, including going 
underground to retrieve one from its burrow!

The Toys and their fellow FoFers have needed to be as versatile 
as a Swiss army knife in their energetic efforts to restore the 
native birds and ecology of this special place, translocating 
and tracking birds, surveying and monitoring, and trapping 
introduced predators. In all these respects, their intrepid, 
ambitious and inspiring nature restoration project has been an 
innovative trailblazer that would have made Ed Hillary proud.

Across 304 pages and 25 chapters, this 25 x 20cm hardback, 
which weighs in at 1.7kg, sets out the what, how, when and 
where of this remarkable project. It is beautifully written, often 
as a dual person narrative of Robin and Sandy’s activities, and 
comprehensively illustrated with over 170 of Ruedi Mossiman’s 
excellent colour photographs, including many of the birds there 
such as Roroa, Whio and Kea. The whole FoF project is clearly a 
labour of love, and it’s many achievements recounted in these 
pages help to prove the point that, “where there’s a will there’s  
a way”.    MICHAEL SZABO, EDITOR
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