
With the death of Ken Simmons on 25th Feb-
ruary 2002, BB has lost a distinguished and
loyal supporter. Of some 270 contributions he
made to the ornithological literature, more than
120 were published in this journal. Ken joined
the Notes Panel (later the Behaviour Notes
Panel) in the early 1960s and remained on it
until 2001. The well-used citation ‘Cramp &
Simmons’ recognised his involvement with
Birds of the Western Palearctic (BWP). But there
was much more to Ken than these simple facts
might suggest. His interests were wide ranging
and he distinguished himself as an ornitholo-
gist, ethologist, aviculturalist, taxonomist and
behavioural ecologist. In all this, and more, he
was entirely self-taught. When Ken got really
interested in a topic, he set out to master it as
completely as possible.

Ken was born in Kenton, Middlesex, on 29th
March 1929, but spent his early child-
hood in China. After schooling in
London, Wiltshire and Worcestershire,
he took a ‘free’ year (1945/46) roaming
the countryside in Wiltshire, Bedford-
shire and Hertfordshire. Observations at
this time on Reed Warblers Acrocephalus
scirpaceus and Common Cuckoos
Cuculus canorus were published 29 years
later (Brit. Birds 67: 442-443). After pro-
fessional training for a Teacher’s Certifi-
cate in London, he moved to Reading to
take up teaching posts, joined the BOU
(while still 18), acquired his first binoc-
ulars and started serious birdwatching.
It was only now that he started to meet
other birdwatchers, and joined the RSPB
and the BTO (becoming a member of
the Scientific Advisory Committee of
the latter in the 1950s). National Service
(1948-50) then intervened and, as a
Sergeant in the Royal Army Education
Corps, he was posted to the Suez Canal
Zone in Egypt. He described this period
as vital for the development of his
serious interest in ornithology. The
material gathered then was the source of
many of his later notes and papers. The
topics included raptor migration, the
biology and behaviour of individual
species, distraction display (his first

paper, Brit. Birds 44: 181-187) and interspecific
territorialism (Ibis 93: 407-413, one of his most
quoted papers).

Bernard Tucker encouraged him early on and
published his first Note in 1947 (Brit. Birds 40:
88). Ken later commented that he would never
have guessed that some 30 years on he would be
writing the equivalent sections for the ‘new
Handbook’ (BWP) that Tucker had written for
the ‘old’. By the end of 1957, 60 notes and papers
had been published. These included a series of
six papers on what was now his favourite
species: ‘Studies on Great Crested Grebes’ (Podi-
ceps cristatus; Avic. Mag. 1955). During frequent
visits to the Alexander Library in Oxford
(cycling both ways from Reading in a day) he
met Reg Moreau (from whom Ken learned
much of use not only for writing papers, but
also for editing), W. B. Alexander and Niko Tin-
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313. Ken Simmons, on Ascension Island, March 1990.



bergen (whose The Study of Instinct, published
in 1950, had a big impact on Ken).

Ken met his wife, Marion, when both were
teaching at the same school. They married in
1958 and in early 1962 they started a two-year
stay on Ascension Island, he as the island
schoolmaster and Marion as his assistant. Ken
said that these two years were to change their
lives. Even though he planned no bird studies
(having decided that in his spare time he would
write his grebe taxonomy paper and his Great
Crested Grebe monograph) he had found out
all he could about the island and its birds.
Douglas Dorward had, nevertheless, recom-
mended the Brown Booby Sula leucogaster for
study at two small stacks near Georgetown. Ken
visited the stacks soon after his arrival and
found the boobies easy to watch, ‘engaging and
most interesting’ and was hooked. At the end of
the two years he had filled over 50 notebooks of
observations. This detailed study of the behav-
ioural ecology of the boobies in relation to food
supply set another challenge: how was he to
find the time to write it up? Furthermore, it was
soon after arriving on Ascension that the first
clear indication of a painful, incurable spinal
disease (ankylosing spondylitis) showed itself.
For the rest of his life, the disease was to cast an
ever-present shadow.

Soon after their return to England in Feb-
ruary 1964, Ken obtained a Leverhulme Fellow-
ship enabling him to register as a postgraduate
student at the Department of Psychology, Uni-
versity of Bristol, in 1965. He was awarded his
MSc, based on the Brown Booby studies, in
1967. In that year, a special grant from the
Nature Conservancy (later the Natural Environ-
ment Research Council) enabled him to renew
his Great Crested Grebe studies, ‘spending three
happy years being paid for doing what was pre-
viously my hobby’. He completed his PhD
thesis, ‘The biology of the parent-chick stage in
the Great Crested Grebe’, in 1970.

As well as his links with BB, Ken was a
member of the BOU Recent Publications panel
during 1956-68 (contributing 237 abstracts of
ornithological papers for Ibis), was elected to the
BOU Council in 1969, and served on the Meet-
ings Committee. He maintained active contact
with local birdwatchers during both his Reading
and Bristol periods, being a committee member,
joint recorder and Chairman of the Reading
Ornithological Club and a founding committee
member of the Bristol Ornithological Club.

In 1970, Uli Weidmann invited Ken to work
with him on duck courtship at the University of
Leicester. At this time, he also became involved
with BWP, joining the Editorial Board in 1970,
and starting work in his spare time on the
Social Pattern and Behaviour section in late
1971. He became the second Editor in April
1973, and in 1975 a grant from the Scientific
Research Council enabled him to work full-
time on BWP, adding the Voice section and the
Family Summaries to his responsibilities.
Volume 1 appeared in 1977, Vol. 2 was in press
and Vol. 3 was started, all of which contributed
extra pressures on his health, but even so,
several important papers appeared, most
reflecting his work on grebes, boobies and other
seabirds. In 1979 he was awarded the Union
Medal of the BOU (see Ibis 121: 420).

In 1981, Ken restricted his work on BWP to
the Family Summaries. This gave him more
time to concentrate on a number of other pro-
jects. His books The Sunning Behaviour of Birds:
A Guide for Ornithologists (1984, Bristol
Ornithological Club) and The Great Crested
Grebe (1989, Shire Natural History No. 37)
appeared. He produced his final major paper,
‘Brood-division, parental favouritism and
parental desertion in the Great Crested Grebe’
(Bristol Orn. 24: 3-61) in 1997.

Between the 1960s and late 1990s he made
eight trips to Ascension Island, to continue his
seabird studies, but also to work on the conser-
vation problems with which he had become
increasingly concerned, contributing a chapter
on this topic in Seabirds on Islands: threats, case
studies and action plans (1994, BirdLife Conser-
vation Series 1) with N. P. and M. J. Ashmole.

Ken’s interests extended beyond birds to
music, especially that of late nineteenth- and
twentieth-century English composers, and par-
ticularly Elgar. He and Marion wrote a number
of papers and booklets about Elgar’s life, and
Ken contributed a chapter to the book Elgar
Studies (1990).

Ken applied a fastidious attention to detail
when recording the activities of any birds under
observation, but this was combined with an
enthusiasm and great joy for the living bird. He
leaves as his legacy an immense contribution to
the ornithological literature. He was a man of
intellectual energy who had great, but modest,
courage. We send our condolences to Marion.

Robin Prytherch and Robert Gillmor
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