
British bird-photographers 
5. G. K. Yeates 

(Plates 52-59) 

A L T H O U G H G E O R G E Y E A T E S has not photographed a bird for 

nearly a decade, he has such an established reputation that his name 
would still be on most people's lists of the top ten British bird-
photographers. What is it about him that makes him such a per
manency ? He is, of course, an outstanding personality with, as the 
late A. W. P. Robertson once wrote, 'an active brain, an orderly mind 
and a fierce, restless energy', but these qualities are not enough to 
keep his name to the fore in an ever-developing field which produces 
new masters every year. Nor is it because his work lives on in several 
fluently written and highly readable books which give vivid impres
sions of birds, places and people—Bird Life in Two Deltas (1946), 
Flamingo City (1950) and The Land of the Loon (1951), describing the 
series of visits he made to Spain, France and Iceland, and Bird Haunts in 
Southern England (1947) and Bird Haunts in Northern Britain (1948), 
telling of his experiences nearer home. 

No, the simple fact is that his photography was so ambitious in its 
conception and so outstanding in its execution that few others, ama
teurs or professionals, have attempted the like. This is all the more 
remarkable when one knows him well enough to realise that he was 
never really interested in photography for its own sake, though he had 
to acquire a sound fundamental knowledge in order to satisfy the high 
standards which he sets himself in anything he does. That he did 
acquire such a knowledge was amply demonstrated by the Royal 
Photographic Society's electing him a Fellow in 1937 and awarding 
him its Exhibition Medal in 1947, while at the big Country Life Inter
national Exhibition of Wild Life Photography in 1950 he was one of the 
very few recipients of a Silver Medal. 

Yeates was born in Leeds on 7th July 1910, and was educated at 
Lancing and Balliol College, Oxford. From 1933 to 1939 he taught 
History and English at Sherborne. The war years were spent as a 
Captain in the Dorset Regiment, though he did not serve abroad, and 
then in 1945 he went north to.Otley in his native Yorkshire to found 
Dales Leather Company, of which he is still a director. He and his 
wife Sybil, whom he married in 1934, live not far away near Harro
gate. 

Bird-photographers may broadly be divided into photographers who 
specialise in birds and ornithologists who make photography their 
medium, and it will already be obvious that Yeates belonged in the 
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latter category. He cannot remember a time when he was not in
terested in birds and all his leisure hours at school were spent in 
watching them or finding their nests. A desire to photograph as a 
means of keeping a permanent record of what he saw and found was 
probably always latent, but what really set him going, in his first 
summer at Oxford, was meeting H. N . Southern, later to become the 
first editor of Bird Study, who was doing a lot of photography at that 
time. It would be fair to sum up Yeates's interests by saying that he 
used to regard birds as something to be observed intelligently but not 
studied particularly scientifically. The discovery of a rare species and 
particularly the finding of its nest were as much a field sport to him as 
wildfowling or fishing; and a bird photograph was as much a trophy as 
a stag's horns are to a stalker. 

Yeates's five books about his experiences and travels have already 
been mentioned—though he also wrote another, on Bird 'Photography 
(1946), a surprising achievement for one whose interest in photo
graphy was, at heart, secondary. His main haunts in Britain were 
Dorset, Exmoor, the Norfolk Broads, the Scottish borders, the Gram
pians, Rothiemurchus, Sutherland, Shetland and South Uist. The 
three photographs on plates 5 5 and 5 6 are typical of the many which 
resulted from this side of his activities. But it is Iceland and the 
Camargue, where he was one of the pioneer ornithologists, that will 
always be associated with his name. In this selection of his photo
graphs, many of which will be familiar because it would be wrong to 
show anything but his best and because there is this sad absence of 
new work, the lure of the north is typified by his wonderfully stereo
scopic Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus (plate 52) and his 
beautiful close-up of a Great Northern Diver Gavia immer (plate 55a), 
while the Flamingos Phoenicopterus ruber of the Camargue (plates 5 3 b 
and 54) and two of his many studies of southern herons (plates 57 and 
5 8) symbolise the hot sun of the south. His series of a Penduline Tit 
Remi% pendulinus building its nest (one of which is reproduced on plate 
j 9) and also the Grasshopper Warbler "Locustella naevia in Dorset (plate 
5 5 b) emphasise that he was not only interested, as some photographers 
are, in the large, spectacular species. He went to the Camargue in 
1936, 1937, 1947, 1948, 1950 and 1956, and to Iceland in 1948, 1949 
and 1954 (the last time with the late Niall Rankin whom he regards as 
one of the greatest of all bird-photographers). However, his first 
foreign trip of all, in 1935, was to neither of these areas, but to Anda-
lucia in southern Spain (including the marismas and the Coto Doiiana) 
with the late B. W. Tucker who was later to succeed H. F. Witherby as 
editor of British Birds. 
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His association with Bernard Tucker led to his becoming a kind of 
'unofficial' photographic advisor to British Birds when this journal 
began making a regular feature of photographic plates in 1946. In 
1952 this advisory position was put on a more formal basis and his 
name appeared on the title page as the first photographic editor, a 
position which he held until December 1959. He was also secretary 
of the Zoological Photographic Club, that select organisation which is 
limited to 40 members, from 1948 to 1953 and afterwards its president 
in 1954-55. Then came his decision to give up photography and to 
retire from the active ornithological scene. For 25 years he had turned 
all his spare-time energies in these directions and, as a result, had been 
able to devote little time to such other interests as salmon fishing, 
wildfowling and alpine gardening. In addition, his business commit
ments had become so heavy that he could no longer afford the three or 
four consecutive weeks which he regards as the minimum period for 
photographic trips abroad, while at home in Britain he felt that nearly 
every species had been so well portrayed by one bird-photographer or 
another that further work would be largely repetitious. His books 
and his outstanding skill as a lecturer who is more able than most to 
transport his audiences to the places he has visited, as well as his 
official capacities in the world of bird photography, were also resulting 
in far more correspondence than he felt he could cope with on his tired 
return from the office. 

George Yeates is a sad loss to bird photography and there are many 
who look forward to the day when he returns to the fold. He himself 
does not see how this 'could happen before he retires, by which time 
'advancing age will have made the heavy work involved impossible'. 
However, we can but hope. I . J. F E R G U S O N - L E E S 
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P L A T E 52. Male Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus, Iceland, 1954 (G. K. Yeates) 
(pages 372-374) 



P L A T E S 5 3 and 54. Above, Great Northern Diver Gavia immer on nest, Iceland, 
1949. Opposite and below, Flamingoes Phoenicopterus ruber with young chicks, 
Camargue, 1948 and 1956; note how the adults below vary in size (G. K. Yeates) 
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P L A T E S 55 and 56. Three nests in Britain. Upper left, Corncrake Crex crex, 
Outer Hebrides, 1951. Lower left, Grasshopper Warbler Locustella naevia, Dor
set, 1936. Below, Greenshank Tringa nebularia, Sutherland, 1946 (G. K. Yeates) 



P L A T E 57. Cattle Egrets Arieola ibis at reed nest, Spain, 1935 (G. K. Yeates) 



P L A T E 5 8. Purple Heron Ardeapurpurea with young, France, 1947 (G. K. Yeates) 



P L A T E 5 9 . Penduline Tit Kemi^pendulinus building, France, 1937 (G. if. 5W«) 
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