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Book Reviews 
 

Jorge A. Santiago-Blay2 

 

Britain’s Dragonflies. A field guide to the damselflies and dragonflies of 

Britain and Ireland (Third Edition. Fully revised and updated.) 

by Dave Smallshire and Andy Swash. 2014. WILDGuides Ltd. Princeton 

University Press. Princeton, New Jersey, USA. 224 pp. 

ISBN: 978-0-691-16123-5 (softbound, in English) 
 

Yesterday, as I was driving 160 km to work, I was deliberating the layout of 

a new book a colleague of mine and I are planning. I want standardization so 

that the topic at hand is readily captured, with colors neatly ascribed to certain 

ideas. Just like the Meditations book (see below), Britain’s Dragonflies gave 

me exactly what the proverbial doctor recommended: an example of a well-

designed book. Thanks to Smallshire and Swash, readers get a concert by these 

rock-and-roll, high energy, and aerial predators (p. 7). After the gloriously 

illustrated sections on the biology and the ecology of British and Irish native 

odonatans, 20 species of damselflies and 26 of dragonflies (plus 15 confirmed or 

potential vagrants, two former breeders, p. 152, as well as introduced species, p. 

188) are discussed using a consistent concise yet wildly informative template (p. 

59). These species summaries include, among others, scientific name, common 

name (in English), a scale bar, conservation status and legislation, distribution 

(in time and space), adult identification, behavior, breeding habitats, remarks on 

conservation, look-alikes, and the all-important color illustrations. The art work 

is gorgeous. The book concludes with sections on immature forms, also 

beautifully illustrated, additional comments on the conservation status of local 

odonatans, and an index. 

This tome, which is written in a reasonable legible font, should be of great 

help to anyone passionate about dragonflies and damselflies.  

 

☼ 

 

Meditations with Thomas Berry, with additional material by Brian Swimme 

Selected by June Raymond. 2010. Green Spirit.  

London, England, United Kingdom. 110 pp. 

ISBN: 978-0-0552157-4-2 (softbound, in English) 

 

Upon my arrival at work, I discovered that a kind person had placed a gift, 

Meditations, in my mailbox. Inside the book, a little message, “…Berry was a 

theologian, ecologist and philosopher. His thoughts can be interpreted on many 

levels. May you be able to take a few minutes here and there to ponder.”  I could 
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not help but read the book in one sitting. Having just completed teaching an 

upper division ecology course, I lamented not having read it earlier in order to 

share some passages with my students. Although not a scientific book, 

Meditations certainly offers encouragement for our motivations, not only at the 

personal level but also all the way to the biospheric level.   

The book is divided into seven sections, each with generally a dozen or so 

short, nameless poems. A common theme in the section entitled, Creation’s 

Beauty and Violence, is the coexistence of stark contrasts (“the story of the 

universe is … a drama filled with both elegance and ruin”. I found the section, 

Diversity, hopeful because in view of such diverging phenomena, difficulties 

often ensue. Like a dear friend of mine likes to say, “when the going gets tough, 

the tough get going” or as Meditations puts it, “Only by dealing with the 

difficulty, does the creativity come forth.” (p. 25). This section also reminds us 

that “nature abhors uniformity” (p. 33)  In the section Human Destruction, the 

following lines in particular resonated with me, stating in twelve words, a basic 

principle of biological interactions, “The universe is a community of subjects, 

not a collection of objects”.. The third, fourth and fifth sections, Interiority, 

Community and To be human, respectively, emphasize the genetic and 

environmental interconnectivity of all beings, including that of our  miniscule 

companions on this little spec we call earth: 

http://movies.nationalgeographic.com/movies/mysteries-of-the-unseen-world/  , 

http://www.ted.com/talks/louie_schwartzberg_hidden_miracles_of_the_natural_

world . The seventh and last section, A new vision, contains this “novel” idea: 

“Our responsibility to the Earth is not simply to preserve it, it is to be present to 

the Earth in its next sequence of transformations.” (p. 102).  

I believe that my non-science major students in the Fall 2014 will get to 

hear, and I hope listen with attentiveness, to some of the jewels in Meditations. 
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