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6 I. J. Ferguson-Lees 

B'orn in Italy and educated at Bedford, but proud of his Scottish ancestry, 
James Ferguson-Lees started a career as a schoolmaster, but then joined 

the editorial board of British Birds 25 years ago this month, at the age of 
23; for 18J of those years, until J anuary 1973, he was executive editor. 
His must be one of the best-known and respected names in ornithology. 
He has served on the councils of most of the national ornithological 
societies in Britain and on many committees, often as chairman (in which 
capacity he has the reputation of taking firm command). During 1968-72, 
he was president of the British Trust for Ornithology, initiating the 
successful working conference of European ornithologists at Tring, 
Hertfordshire, in December 1971 (see Auspicium: supplement, June 1973), 
guiding the execution and production of The Atlas of Breeding Birds in 
Britain and Ireland (1976) from start to finish in his capacity as chairman of 
the Atlas Working Group, and firmly welding the Trust's professional 
staff and mainly amateur council and committees into a single team. He 
received the BTO's highest award, the Bernard Tucker Medal, in Decem
ber 1976. 

James has been much concerned with the international aspects of 
ornithology and with the conservation movement in Britain, at both local 
and national levels. In 1973, he gave up the executive editorship of British 
Birds to become deputy director (conservation) of the Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds. After just over two years, however, he decided to 
devote his time to freelance work. He is currently working as general editor 
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and ornithological author of a series of books on the natural history of 
northern Europe. He has also been intimately involved, either in the plan
ning or as co-editor, co-author or compiler, with the first volume of The 
Birds of the Western Palearctic (in press), The Status of Birds in Britain and 
Ireland (1971), the second and third editions of A Field Guide to the Birds of 
Britain and Europe (1965, 1974), A Guide to Bird-watching in Europe (1975), a 
forthcoming revised edition of The Hamlyn Guide to Birds of Britain and 
Europe, and A Field Guide to Birds' Nests (1972). This last reflects an interest 
in nest-finding dating from his early birdwatching in Sussex with the late 
John Walpole-Bond, from whom he learned much but never caught the 
egg-collecting habit ; indeed, James's confidentiality has long been 
respected and he has been a member of the Rare Breeding Birds Panel 
since its inception. The formation of the Rarities Committee was largely 
at his instigation and, although no longer a voting member, he has missed 
only one of its annual meetings in the 19 years since it began. Apart from 
one short break, he has been a member since i960 of the complementary 
Records Committee of the British Ornithologists' Union, which maintains 
the British list, and has been its chairman since 1970. 

As well as all this (and much remains unmentioned) he regularly 
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leads ornithological tours abroad, one of his favourite countries being 
Morocco, which he has now visited four times. He was a member of the 
expeditions to Spain, Bulgaria and Jo rdan described by Guy Mountfort 
in Portrait of a Wilderness (1958), Portrait of a River (1962) and Portrait of a 
Desert (1965); he has also visited Finland, Russia, the United States, 
Ethiopia, the Gambia and many of the countries in-between: his favourite 
continent is Africa, and his favourite habitats are bush and desert. He has 
always been interested in migration, and his expeditions with Dr C. H. 
Fry and others to the Nigerian par t of Lake Chad led to important 
papers on fat deposition in migrants preparing to cross the Sahara. 

James is one of Britain's foremost field ornithologists and, few would 
dispute, our most skilled living ornithological editor (he says that he owes 
much to his predecessor, the late B. W. Tucker) ; he has had a strong 
influence on British and European ornithology. But what is James really 
like? 

He avoids personal publicity: he cut himself out of a photograph in 
British Birds (compare plate 54b in vol. 53 with plate V i a in Portrait of a 
River) and often prefers not to be mentioned in the acknowledgements to 
a paper, even when he has made a major contribution. His work is always 
meticulous: so carefully researched, checked and double-checked that it 
is often delayed, to the annoyance of those who do not appreciate the 
reason. Ever since I have known him, he has also regularly taken respon
sibility for more projects than can humanly be carried out simultaneously; 
yet he will never allow himself to drop his standaids. He woiks per
manently under great pressure and, for that reason, is always impatient 
at unnecessary delays: time is precious to him. In the field, however, he 
will patiently wait for a bird to return to its nest or will painstakingly 
search a hedgerow, finding nests that most observers would overlook. 
Between interesting habitats, however, or in the town and city streets that 
he hates, his walking pace nears Olympic standards, or so it seems. Al
though ten years a grandfather, he still enjoys climbing trees and rocks, 
and wading through marshes. 

The care that he takes with the written word is equalled in the field: 
he and I have spent many hours together, particularly on Atlas fieldwork 
in Bedfordshire and Caithness, and on the Common Birds Census that we 
regularly do each spring and summer, but I have never known a single 
misidentification (not even the momentary lapse to which we lesser 
mortals must occasionally admi t ) ; and his knowledge is encyclopedic. He 
has recently become much more interested in the whole spectrum of 
natural history; but, even 27 years ago, the Royal Horticultural Society 
awarded the Lawrence Medal, for the best exhibit of any kind in 1950, 
to him and the late F. M . Wyatt , for an exhibition of the fruiting branches 
of conifers. 

Away from natural history, James relaxes in a new-found hobby of 
gardening, in doing crossword puzzles, and, with his wife Karen, 
in playing bridge and watching what he terms 'rubbish' on television; 
Karen also helps him with his work. James is one of the most competent 
car drivers that I know, but is a nervous passenger: as in other fields, he 
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prefers the job that he does himself. I have never known him to lose his 
temper, and only once to lose his usual calm; but he is often apparently 
aloof, a sign that his mind is on the current or a forthcoming project. He 
is not an easy man to know or understand, but his companionship is 
rewarding, educational and enjoyable. I t says much, I think, that he 
greatly values his high-powered prismatic telescope mounted on a tripod 
mainly because it enables h im to show to his companions birds that they 
might not otherwise see. J . T . R . S H A R R O C K 




