
Obituary 
George Waterston, OBE, LLD, FRSE 
(1911-1980) 
George Waterston was born on 10th April 1911 and died on 20th 
September 1980. During his lifetime, no-one had a greater influence on 
Scottish ornithology. He was a man of vision; but one who made things 
happen, through his warm and persuasive personality. For more than a 
generation, his ideas and drive brought about most of the important 
advances in Scottish ornithology: the first co-operatively manned bird 
observatory in Britain in 1934 on the Isle of May, the Scottish Orni
thologists' Club founded in 1936, Fair Isle Bird Observatory in 1948, the 
RSPB Scottish Office built up from small beginnings in 1955, Scottish Birds 
in 1958, the Scottish Centre for Ornithology and Bird Protection in 1959, 
with its library and bird bookshop, and the Scottish Bird-Islands Study 
Cruise in 1966. 

The roots of his achievements go back through the Midlothian Orni
thological Club (1933) and Inverleith Field Club (a 1929 pioneer of 
convivial ornithology) to schooldays at Edinburgh Academy with a group 
of like-minded boys fired by his enthusiasm. George Waterston was born 
into the family printing and stationery business of the same name, founded 
in 1752. But birds were his first love. In January 1955, with the postwar 
growth of popular interest in birds, he made the financially risky switch to 
whole-time ornithology, employed jointly by the RSPB and SOC in an attic 
in the fine Georgian premises of the National Trust for Scotland. Later, as 
the work grew, his wife Irene took over the running of the SOC and they 
moved to the new Scottish Centre. Under his leadership, the RSPB 
expanded steadily in Scotland and reserves and the first nature centre were 
set up. 

Over the years, George built up valuable contacts with people of every 
kind—gamekeepers, landowners, civil servants, scientists—achieving 
much for bird protection in this way. Many of the leading ornithologists in 
other countries were his personal friends, and visitors from all parts of the 
world were sure of a welcome at the Scottish Centre. He was a quiet man, 
and very good company. Never condescending or unkind, even to the most 
tiresome people, he went out of his way to welcome new faces and to 
encourage the inexperienced. When he lectured, it was often in aid of a 
favourite project, and he was a great fund raiser. 

Perhaps his most dramatic contribution to conservation was his 
persuasion of the RSPB that the way to protect the Ospreys on Speyside 
was to show the nest to the public, with the vast benefits in public interest 
and awareness that flowed from this. When he retired as Scottish director of 
the RSPB in 1972, he received the society's gold medal. Without scientific 
training, he was the most notable ornithologist in Scotland. His out-
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standing service was marked by election as a Fellow of the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh in 1948, an OBE in 1964, and an honorary doctorate from 
Dundee University in 1974. 

In the early part of the second world war, until June 1940, George was 
stationed rather improbably on Cramond Island in the Firth of Forth; and 
during the final year and a half he studied Rooks and agriculture for the 
government. In between, he was captured on active service with the Royal 
Artillery in Crete in 1941 and spent 2V2 years in a Bavarian POVV camp, 
where the inmates were organised in co-operative bird study, and whence 
his observations from Crete even found their way into a German orni
thological journal. Fellow prisoners included John Buxton, Peter Conder, 
and Ian Pitman, with whom he dreamed of Fair Isle. He had been there 
many times and fallen for the island and its people. 

When he was invalided home on a Red Cross ship in October 1943, the 
chance that Sheep Rock on Fair Isle was his first sight of land made a deep 
impression on George. In 1948, he bought the island, and the most exciting 
bird observatory in the country was opened, with Ken Williamson as 
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warden. Six years later, he passed the island to the National Trust for 
Scotland, so that funds could be found for the improvements needed for the 
survival of the island community. He continued to be closely concerned 
with the island and the observatory, and to the last he made tremendous 
efforts to get back to Fair Isle each year. 

Another great love was the Arctic. Before the war, he spent three days 
locked up by the Russians, the centre of a minor international incident, 
when he strayed over the border from Finnish Lapland. More recently, he 
and Irene made a number of scientific trips to remote parts of Greenland 
and Arctic Canada. In 1978, he was president of the Arctic Club, an honour 
of which he was extremely proud. 

George was a fluent broadcaster, writer and lecturer, and a very good 
public relations man for birds. He was ever willing to accept extra chores, 
latterly even beyond his strength to complete them, which he found 
frustrating. He wrote numerous notes and papers, generously sharing 
authorship with others; but, apart from his work on Ospreys, he did not get 
the time to write books. One on Fair Isle, on which he and Irene did a lot of 
research, may yet be published. 

His first marriage, to Nancy Ritchie, who survives him with their son, 
William, did not last. In 1953, however, he married Irene Kinnear, who 
shared his interests and was his unfailing companion and support. Our 
deepest sympathy goes to her. From boyhood, George made light of a 
kidney disorder, seriously aggravated by his wartime hardships, but 
eventually he had to resort to a machine, which he found very time-
consuming. He was not one to accept such limitations, but the failure of a 
transplant in 1975 was a bitter disappointment to him. Progressively more 
portable treatments, however, enabled him to visit Fair Isle and other 
remote places—to the consternation of his friends—and he bore with great 
fortitude the discomforts and illness that gradually sapped his strength. 

George Waterston had his priorities right. The structure of amateur 
ornithology and bird protection in Scotland are his memorial. Despite the 
burden of administration that went with his work, he never lost his 
enjoyment of birds. For a vivid picture to bring back memories of him, read 
the interviews by Birds (October 1972) and, especially, by Tom Weir in the 
Scots Magazine (October 1975). He was buried simply at Humbie in peaceful 
East Lothian country, near the burnside cottage which he and Irene so 
happily restored as their home. He is deeply missed by his many friends. 
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