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Roger Tory Peterson (1908-1996) 
The death of Roger Tory Peterson at his home in Old Lyme, Connecticut, 
marked the end of the career of a man who can truly be said to have 
revolutionised birdwatching throughout North America and Europe. Until not 
long before the advent of his first book, A Field Guide to the Birds (of Eastern 
North America), published in 1934, the identification of small birds had mostly 
been made down the barrel of a gun. The many Peterson field guides that 
followed embodied his unique system of identification, using arrows added to his 
superb illustrations to indicate the main diagnostic features of each bird. 

I first met Roger, appropriately enough, on Hawk Mountain in Pennsylvania 
in 1949. I was using Roger's Field Guide and we fell into conversation. Within 
two hours we had decided to produce an equivalent European version, A Field 
Guide to the Birds of Britain and Europe. Knowing that Philip Hollom, already 
working on The Popular Handbook of British Birds, was thinking along similar 
lines, we decided to invite him to collaborate. Roughly speaking, the idea was that 
Roger should do the illustrations, I the text, and Phil the distribution details and 
maps. 

Like its American counterpart, the book was an immediate success. It has since 
sold more than one million copies in 13 foreign-language editions. 

Producing the European Guide involved a lengthy visit to Europe by the three 
of us, most notably to Spain when I organised an exploratory expedition to the 
Coto Donana. Roger then settled down to begin painting the 1,250 required 
illustrations. He borrowed skins from the British Museum and I arranged for him 
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to stay at my club in London. Roger was enthusiastic, dedicated and often not a 
little eccentric. He had very little regard for time. I used to drop in to see him on 
my way to work and, on several occasions, found him fast asleep on his drawing-
board having been painting all night. His single-mindedness was remarkable. On 
the way to the Coto Doflana we had stopped at Seville to admire the magnificent 
cathedral. We all gazed up at the spires for several minutes. 'There are Lesser 
Kestrels nesting on those spires' said Roger. On another occasion, Eric Hosking 
took Roger and Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke to photograph shorebirds on 
Hilbre Island. In the evening, Lord Alanbrooke was halfway through describing 
his war-time discussions with Winston Churchill when Roger broke in: 'I guess 
Oystercatchers will eat most any kind of mollusc.' 

Roger sometimes worried about his reputation as an artist, saying that he did 
not intend his illustrations for the Field Guides, which emphasised the diagnostic 
features of the species, to be 'pretty pictures' but that he could paint those as well. 
I consider his doubts to have been quite unjustified: all his work is of the highest 
artistic merit. I have seen much fine work done by him, and I treasure a delightful 
picture which he gave me years ago of a Grizzly Bear in a sunlit forest glade. 

Roger Peterson's interests in birds were worldwide. He was a subscriber to 
British Birds ever since his visits to Europe in the 1950s, and he was elected an 
Honorary Subscriber in 1994 {Brit. Birds 87: 430). He died loaded with honours 
of every description, including honorary doctorates, medals galore, and even the 
highest American honour, the Medal of Freedom, presented to him in 1980 by 
President Carter. 

Having known Roger for more than 45 years, I am greatly saddened by his 
passing. He was a wonderful friend and his influence on birdwatching has been 
incalculable. 
GUY MOUNTFORT 


