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BBC TV producer Davies, the author of mysteries starring Sherlock Holmes's housekeeper, turns his attention 

to the search for "the rarest bird ever recorded" in this gripping book of literary suspense. In 1774, on Captain 

Cook's second expedition to the South Pacific, a single specimen of a thrushlike bird was captured. The bird 

entered the collection of eminent naturalist Sir Joseph Banks-but then it disappeared. Moving adroitly 

between the 18th and the 21st centuries, Davies indulges in clever speculation about the bird's whereabouts 

and adds an appealing strain of romance surrounding the identity of Banks's mistress, "Miss B."  

 

Alternating chapters chronicle the adventures of Fitz, a present-day London conservationist who's agreed to 

try to find "the Mysterious Bird of Ulieta" at the urging of a woman he once loved-but it's his lodger, a Swedish 

graduate student Katya whose ingenuity and indefatigable research do much to keep the plot spinning past 

red herrings, dead ends and the machinations of unscrupulous people racing to find the bird first.  

 

A third subplot concerns Fitz's grandfather's search for the Congo peacock, and it is to Davies' credit that he 

renders the novel's botanical and zoological details with an immediacy that helps along the narrative. A few 

farfetched plot twists aside, this is a captivating novel.  

 

A gripping read from past to present- an absorbing historical mystery based partly on fact. "The Conjuror's 

Bird" by Martin Davies sounded intriguing.  It seemed  a perfect choice for our groups.  

 

 Major British reviewers had been complimentary: 

 

 "* 'A pacy confection of history, mystery and romance... a most engaging and unusual novel' - The Times *  

"An enjoyable tale of love, loss and taxidermy... a cracking holiday read.' - Observer *  

'Two gripping, intercut narratives... a lyricism that captures the joy of the natural world... a highly successful 

and informative entertainment' - Independent *  

'An absorbing historical detective story... a beautifully evoked narrative from the past' - Guardian *  

'Ambitious and intriguing... part thriller, part love story, part quest, this is a hugely readable book.' - Spectator 

*  

'Ideal for book clubs, ideal too for any lover of commercial literary fiction. An exciting and absorbing debut 

novel from Davies.' - Publishing News" 

But had we agreed with the reviewers? 

 

Our comments : 

 

"There were so many layers of stories going on it took me a while to work out the author's intention but once I 

had, I enjoyed it very much." 

 

" At first I thought I wouldn't like it- why would I be interested in people looking for a stuffed bird? And then I 

was drawn in and liked it very much." 

 

"The combination of the past and present worked very well- it was thrilling- I couldn't stop reading it once I'd 

started- but I would never have chosen to read it if not for the group" 

 

" I love books about discoveries and journeys and especially aspects of history that I am unfamiliar with. So it 

was a perfect read for me." 

 

"I enjoyed it very much but I felt that Davies had copied AS Byatt's novel "Possession". 

 

" Much of the novel focused on searching for something and how people reach their aims. I liked the contrast 

between the characters who were purely motivated by money and the others who were more idealistic." 



 

" I was upset that Joseph Banks didn't marry his mistress and take her away from society to the South Seas 

where they could have lived together without scandal." 

 

" Joseph Banks was more in love with his work than with Mary Burnett. He didn't want to give up his position 

in society." 

 

" Fitzgerald's grandfather had spent his life searching for a Congo peacock. And failed. Fitzgerald was 

determined to succeed in his search for the mysterious bird of Ulieta., having experienced what had happened 

to his own grandfather." 

 

"" A central theme was the unconditional love of a parent for a child- which is the same in all cultures. 

Passionate romantic love often fizzles out but a love for a child is constant." 

 

" I learnt a lot about birds - I preferred the historical story to the modern one." 

 

" I don't usually like detective stories but this was full of suspense and I was surprised at how much I enjoyed 

reading it." 

 

" In the beginning I liked it but then I hated it- it was full of cliches." 

 

" I was touched by the way in which Miss B developed her artistic skills- her accuracy at reproducing nature- 

she was an exceptional woman of her time." 

 

" There were two special minor characters. Martha -who reliably supported her mistress like a rock and Dr 

Taylor - who was such a kind and sensitive man- helping Mary and her father financially. It was such a shock 

when he died before Mary's father." 

 

" I'd had such an idealised picture of England that I hadn't realised women at that time had been so restrained 

by convention that they had so little freedom.  I learnt that the social constraints on women  were immense. 

It was even unladylike to talk to a man alone without a chaperone" 

 

" Mary Burnett's father was a free thinker- a non believer- and this set him and his daughter apart from society. 

This was the situation even before he began to drink heavily."  

 

" I felt sorry for Fitzgerald when I discovered he had lost his baby daughter tragically. He is drifting because of 

his grief and his wife Gabriella was too busy saving the world to share the grief with him." 

 

"  The portrayal of Mary as a botanical artist was of great interest to me. Mary had to sell her paintings using 

a man's name even though she was probably more talented than most male artists at that time." 

 

" Katya was a very likeable character- she was definitely a little in love with Fitz. She had fallen out with her 

father. He had become a "celebrity" historian . She was committed to pure historical research and helped Fitz a 

lot in his search for the Ulieta bird." 

 

"The two romantic relationships  ( past and present) are linked by both sets of partners sharing the same 

interests and passions." 

 

" Somehow the tedious process of trawling through parish records and old newspapers was made fascinating." 

 

" So many major themes were interwoven into an exciting plot- exploration, conservation, discovery, historical 

research, position of women, botanical painitng, ornithology and taxidermy- - very impressive!" 



 

" I much preferred the love story to the detective story. I couldn't wait to find out what would happen to Mary." 

 

" The detective story was a little exaggerated- rather unbelievable. I couldn't quite follow the characters in the 

detective story." 

 

" Coming from Peru, I was immediately hooked by the colourful descriptions of the South Sea islands- before 

then I had not been too interested." 

 

" I read each section through in sequence- the present sections first and then the past- otherwise I would have 

got very confused." 

 

" The style adapted to the different periods very well. I liked the  way in which the lady from the 18th century 

expressed herself.  The way the characters spoke was placed in the time that they lived." 

 

" Being a man, of course I enjoyed the detective story more than the love story. I thought Davies had a simple, 

clear, fluid style of writing." 

 

" What impressed me was the way that Davies had taken a few historical facts about Joseph Banks and had 

constructed a believable story around them." 

 

"  I liked how he mirrored things. Both couples  ( Fitz and Katya and Banks and Mary) have much in 

common. Both men are academics and both women have a past and are passionate about their subjects." 

 

" My favoutite book that we have read in the groups until now has been "Miss Webster and Cherif" but this has 

definitely now taken first place." 

 

" I was delighted by the descriptions of nature and of landscapes. Davies also described interiors beautifully 

too- I could sense and feel the cosy warmth of Fitz's kitchen- it seemed very inviting." 

 

" I found the grandfather's story boring although I saw it gave us more insight into Fitz's ambition to succeed." 

 

" I admired Mary travelling on her own to Madeira disguised as a boy. She was so independent and brave for 

her time." 

 

" Davies' attention to detail was superb.Mary felt very real to me. I think it would make a wonderful radio 

play." 

 

" Banks and Mary were very much in love but the circumstances were against them. Mary then chose to 

protect their daughter from scandal by moving away secretly.She had suffered as a child from shame and she 

was determined that her daughter would not have to suffer the same fate." 

 

" As a younger member of the group. I didn't find the romance between Banks and Mary convincing. I found 

Katya less emotional than Mary - she had a more rational personality." 

 

" All the characters have developed in some way through their experience- I liked seeing how they had 

changed." 

 

" Joseph Banks had actually existed- that was fascinating" 

 

" Mary Burnett was one of the most amazing, fearless, imaginative female characters that I have  

encountered in a novel. This had to be the best novel I have ever read in the groups. I absolutely loved it." 



 

" I loved the detail in the writing. I finished the book at 6 pm this evening- so it's very fresh in my mind," 

 

" It was very thrilling- a mixture of romance, science, mystery- what more does a woman want?" 

 

".I liked to find a novel dealing with such important topics as the survival of species and conservation of 

nature." 

 

" I want to go to the Natural History Museum in London and see the picture of the Ulieta bird." 

 

" I was drawn into a whole new world I wouldn't have been remotely interested in- taxidermy!" 

 

" When Katya was spending all of her time on research for Fitz- I was wondering why she didn't have any 

lectures to go to." 

 

" We perceive time differently- depending on whether we are enjoying ourselves or are bored." 

 

" Time to read  is a luxury for me- mostly in bed or in the bath. Snatched moments on the train to work.are 

precious" 

 

" I shut myself away and read on the toilet!" 

 

" When I'm reading time seems to stop." 

 

" The last line is rather enigmatic. The reader is not sure why Banks sees Mary's striking green eyes but we 

are left with the impression that aged seventy six- he is still in love with her." 

 

"Why is the modern romance so less romantic than the historical one?  We are left to guess whether Fitz and 

katya will get it together or just stay good friends. " 

 

" I found it a great read and I'm waiting for Martin Davies to write another one about Fitz and Katya to see if 

they do get it together." 

 

Our verdict? One of the most popular books that we have read together. A thumbs up to Martin Davies!! 

 

GOOD READING. 

 

Jan 

 


