
Identification problems? 

 
Ever find something unfamiliar and cannot work out what it is?  I am often asked what sources I 

would recommend for various types of plants and animals.   

Firstly, there are many resources on the web you can try.  A general one is 

http://ispot.org.uk.  You can upload a photo and get comments from others on what they think it is.  

There are good photo galleries, too, on www.wildaboutbritain.co.uk and 

www.greatbritishwildlife.tripod.com.  

For specific groups I have also found: 

Beetles www.coleopterist.org.uk – substantial picture gallery, but helps if you know what family (in 

Latin!) it belongs to. 

Birds www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdidentifier - I found this disappointing; the pictures are not 

very good and I could only identify a spotted woodpecker through their key if I entered “chunky 

beak” (like a hawfinch)!  So you may need to try several approaches before you get a sensible 

result.  It is a shame, too, that under their “place” classification they do not include gardens.  I 

found the “wild about Britain” site (above) much better for birds. 

Bumble-bees www.nhm.ac.uk/research-curation/research/projects/bombus.  

Dragonflies www.ghmahoney.org.uk/dragonfly/index.htm - Bucks-orientated site based on a key.  

Otherwise there is www.dragonflysoc.org.uk which has excellent photos. 

Flies www.dipteristsforum.org.uk – you can upload photos for expert opinion. 

Flowers www.botanicalkeys.co.uk – you have to describe the plant on a set form and submit for 

somebody to get back to you with an ID. 

Leaf-mines www.leafmines.co.uk – it’s easiest to check the plant first to find relevant species and 

then enter the species galleries to find the picture. 

Mammals www.derbyshiremammalgroup.com/idkey.html - good on yer Derbyshire, this was the 

best I could find! 
Reptiles & amphibians www.bucksarg.org.uk or www.arc-trust.org (click on “Resources”). 

Spiders www.nicksspiders.com.  

 

If you can afford them, however, it is often easier to use a book, especially as you can take that 
with you in the field.  These are the ones I find best: 

Birds: Mullarney, Svensson, Zetterström & Grant Bird Guide Collins – this is the one I like and it is 
very comprehensive, although one drawback is that it covers the whole of Europe; there are also 

many other good bird texts out there. 
Ferns: Merryweather & Hill The Fern Guide AIDGAP Key, Field Studies Council – very good. 
Flowers: Blamey, Fitter & Fitter Wildflowers of Britain & Ireland A&C Black – a frustrating book 

because it could have been excellent, but it was rushed out because all the authors were getting 

extremely old (one has since died) and it was not adequately checked, so lots of silly errors and 

omissions; not all the illustrations are up to Marjorie Blamey’s usual standards either.  Even so it 

has a suitably comprehensive coverage including a lot of common escapes and introductions.  

Neater and with better illustrations is the new edition of Francis Rose The Wildflower Key Warne 

– probably better for easy identification, but does not have the same coverage of alien plants. 

Fungi: Roger Phillips Mushrooms Macmillan – a bit on the large size but nothing else rivals it.  Fungi 

are difficult to identify for sure, but you are likely to get most of what you see right with this 

book. 

Galls: Redfern & Shirley British Plant Galls AIDGAP Key, Field Studies Council – so easy to use, 
this is a great book and comprehensive, although galls are an evolving field of study and one can 

expect a new edition in a few years. 

Grasses: Cope & Gray Grasses of the British Isles Botanical Society of the British Isles – just 
published, replacing the old Penguin classic by Hubbard; comprehensive but very technical. 

Insects: Michael Chinery Field Guide Insects Collins – good introduction to a big subject; will allow 
you to say what kind of insect you have, but don’t expect to get many down to species level; best 

place to start for studying this group.  Some of the Naturalists’ Handbooks published by Richmond 

are also useful: 1 Insects on nettles,  4 Insects & Thistles, 18 Insects on Cabbages & Oilseed 

Rape, 26 Insects on dock plants, & 27 Insects on cherry trees. 

Insects: ants: Naturalists’ Handbooks 24 Ants. 
Insects: aphids: Naturalists’ Handbooks 29 Aphids on deciduous trees. 
Insects: beetles: KW Harde Beetles Blitz – reputedly God’s favourite group, the subject is far 
too large for one book, but this at least has illustrations of almost every British genus and is a 



very good introduction to the world of the Coleoptera; only problem is that, having first been 

published in East Europe, a good number of the beetles covered are not British. 

Insects: bugs: Southwood & Leston Land & water bugs of the British Isles Warne – now rather 

out of date and only available second-hand. 

Insects: bumblebees: Edwards & Jenner Field Guide to the Bumblebees (revised edition 2009) 

Ocelli; also Naturalists’ Handbooks 6 Bumblebees (less up-to-date). 
Insects: butterflies: Thomas & Lewington The Butterflies of Britain & Ireland British Wildlife 

Publishing – there are other decent guides in the shops too, but this is the most up-to-date 

(publication due April 2010). 

Insects: caterpillars: Jim Porter Caterpillars of the British Isles Viking – photos of every 
caterpillar in our fauna, excellent. 

Insects: dragonflies: Smallshire & Swash Britain’s Dragonflies English Nature – although there 
are some other good guides in the shops too. 

Insects: grasshoppers: Naturalists’ Handbooks 2 Grasshoppers. 
Insects: ground beetles: Naturalists’ Handbooks 8 Common ground beetles. 

Insects: hoverflies: Stubbs & Falk British Hoverflies British Entomological & Natural History 
Society – excellent, cannot be faulted. 

Insects: ladybirds: Naturalists’ Handbooks 10 Ladybirds. 
Insects: moths: Bernard Skinner Colour Identification Guide to the Moths of the British Isles 

Viking – best one if you prefer photos; if you find paintings better try Townsend & Waring Concise 
Guide to the Moths of Great Britain & Ireland British Wildlife Publishing, which is probably 

slightly more popular with serious “mothers”. 

Insects: soldierflies: Stubbs & Drake British Soldierflies British Entomological & Natural History 

Society – despite the title this covers a lot more families than just the soldierflies, including 

horse-flies and robber-flies; the design & setting-out are just about perfect, as with the 

companion work on hoverflies above. 

Insects: solitary wasps: Naturalists’ Handbooks 3 Solitary Wasps. 
Insects: water-beetles: LE Friday Water Beetles AIDGAP Key, Field Studies Council – a bit 

technical and some families are not easy to key out, but this is an accurate key. 

Insects: water-bugs: AA Savage Adults of the British Aquatic Hemiptera Heteroptera 

Freshwater Biological Association – a bit technical, but not too difficult. 
Insects: weevils: Naturalists’ Handbooks 16 Weevils – not comprehensive to species level, as this 

is a large group. 

Leafmines: György Csóka Leaf mines & leaf miners Forest Research Institute – Hungarian, but still 

useful; only a minority of mines are covered, but good for identifying them. 

Lichens: Frank Dobson Lichens Richmond – comprehensive, good photos, but can get quite 

technical. 

Mammals: Harris Yalden Mammals of the British Isles Mammal Society – latest version of a long-

standing Handbook; comprehensive and up-to-date. 

Mosses: Atherton, Lawley & Bosanquet British Mosses & Liverworts British Bryological Society. 

Just published and certain to become the standard field guide.  There has been nothing user-

friendly since the old Observer’s Book (if you remember that series it definitely puts you in my 

age bracket!). 

Orchids: Anne & Simon Harrap Orchids of Britain & Ireland A&C Black – all you need. 

Reptiles & amphibians: Howard Inns Britain’s Reptiles & Amphibians WildGuides – bang up to date, 

excellent. 

Spiders: MJ Roberts Spiders of Britain & North Europe Collins – the book I use is out of print, 

but this is probably better anyway. 

Trees: Johnson & Nore Tree Guide Collins – best guide out there for British trees, both wild and 
introduced, replacing the old Collins guide by the celebrated Adrian Mitchell. 

Woodlice: Oliver & Meechan Woodlice Synopses of the British Fauna 49, Field Studies Council – 

quite easy to use, small group of creatures for someone looking for a manageable specialism. 
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