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The three of us viewed each other with mutual suspicion across gravel 

flats where the first Little Ringed Plovers in our area had their nest; 
we two were schoolboys and 'he' looked pretty scruffy; later, however, 
my companion, spotting the name on the stranger's army knapsack, 
muttered that this was the chap who had seen the White-winged Black 
Tern. Instant respect! . . . and, subsequently, a lasting and valued friend
ship with a man who has, through his quiet determination and remark
able talents, achieved an international reputation based on a long and 
impressive series of important papers. 

In May 1950, Ken Simmons had just returned from National Service 
in Egypt. That year abroad, coming at a time when birdwatching was 
far more insular than it is today, proved to be immensely stimulating 
to him. He had gained experience of new birds, with time to develop 
techniques of fieldwork, and made studies of raptor migration, of Graceful 
and Olivaceous Warblers and of Kentish Plovers; it was the last of these 
which had led to the immediate interest in our LRPs. This work developed 
into studies on wider problems, such as distraction displays and other 
anti-predator reactions. 

Ken's serious birdwatching began in 1948, when his continuing work 
on Great Crested Grebes was started. In that year, he became the youngest 
member of the British Ornithologists' Union and has since served on its 
council. He is no ivory tower ornithologist and keenly supported his local 
bird clubs in Reading, where he was joint recorder and chairman, and 
later in Bristol, where he was one of 12 founder members of the Bristol 
Ornithological Club. 

After National Service, Ken taught in a Reading school, where he met 
and married Marion, who has given him great support, particularly in 
recent years, when back trouble has made life difficult and cut into the 
fieldwork which is so vital to his research. Ken's detailed and meticulous 
notebooks testify to the care and quality of his observations. 

In 1962, he and Marion went to Ascension to spend two very happy 
and productive years running the island's school. Ken started watching 
two small colonies of Brown Boobies, and has continued this study with 
a series of return visits, enabling him to get away from desk work and 
recharge his batteries in the field. 

The stream of papers and notes which Ken has written, especially in 
the 1950s and 1960s, are in scientific but readable language. Since he 
believes in the value of illustrations, we began a long partnership; he 
probably has little idea of the enormous help, encouragement and 
inspiration which this gave to me, a young illustrator who was thereby 
able to see his work in print far sooner than would otherwise have been 
possible. The long list of Ken's publications include nearly 60 contri
butions to British Birds since 1947; they graphically demonstrate his 
broad range of interests, from anting to zoogeography. 
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Q. Dr K. E. L. Simmons on Ascension (Robin Prytherch) 
On leaving Ascension in 1964, Ken gave up teaching—I suspect not 

without a small sigh of relief-—to become a professional ornithologist. 
At first he held a Leverhulme Fellowship and then worked full-time on 
post-graduate studies at Bristol University, where the Iate Professor 
K. R. L. Hall, a fellow plover enthusiast, had welcomed hirn to the 
Psychology Department. Latterly, in the Psychology Department at 
Leicester University, he has been working on duck displays and has become 
increasingly involved with The Birds of the Western Palearctic—of which 
he is now full-time second editor in the team headed by Stanley Cramp. 
With Ken's wide interests in ornithology, this is a Job for which he is 
exceptionally qualified. 

Ken's study of Great Crested Grebes has been at the forefront of his 
scientific work since the beginning. Its high Standard was recognised when 
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his thesis gained him a PhD at Bristol in 1970; earlier, he had been 
awarded an MSc for his work on the Brown Booby. Those who learn it 
for the first time are always surprised that Ken did not have a traditional 
university career. 

His ruling passion, apart from birds, is music and he has always made 
sure that he has the best equipment for playing his huge record collection 
—as one would expect, he has now 'gone quadraphonic'. His enthusiasms 
cover a wide spectrum, but particularly opera and English music. Ken 
is something of an expert on Elgar, to the extent of having published two 
articles about him. 

Ken wears his considerable reputation lightly, and is approachable and 
friendly—someone who is always ready to enjoy a laugh and a good gossip. 
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