
Edward Max Nicholson, born on 12th July 1904
in Ireland and known to all simply as Max, died
on 26th April 2003. One of the most influential
conservationists of the twentieth century, Max
was an exceptional ornithologist too. He
founded the BTO in 1933, and took on the role
of its Honorary Secretary from 1935 to 1939,
and that of Chairman in 1947-49. He was
Director General of the Nature Conservancy
from 1952 to 1966, and, among other offices
held, he was President of the RSPB; both a Vice

President and a Vice Chairman of the BOU; and
the first Chairman and Chief Editor of The
Birds of the Western Palearctic project, and a
member of its editorial team for all nine
volumes. Among the many honours bestowed
during his long and exceptional career were the
BTO’s Tucker Medal in 1956, the BOU’s
Godman-Salvin Medal in 1962 and the WWF
Gold Medal in 1982.

In terms of this journal, Max Nicholson
played a critical role after the tragic death of

Bernard Tucker, then senior
editor of British Birds, in
December 1950. With charac-
teristic vision, Max assembled
a team of editors, of which he
became chairman, and he
served as the journal’s senior
editor from 1951 to 1960. In
doing so, he not only saw BB
through the immediate crisis
of Tucker’s death but he also
managed to harmonise the
standards and traditions of
H. F. Witherby with the vig-
orous new forces apparent in
post-war ornithology: he took
the journal forward, into a
new era. He remained a
member of the Editorial
Board until 1971, thus com-
pleting 21 years of distin-
guished service. Among the
many significant achieve-
ments during his tenure as
senior editor, the following
bear testament to his foresight
and forward-thinking: steps
to rationalise the handling of
sight-only records of birds,
including liaison with the
BOU and county editors,
which led, ultimately, to the
establishment of the BBRC in
1959; the proper examination,
and subsequent rejection of,
the ‘Hastings Rarities’, some-
thing which Max felt was a
pre-requisite for the
impending BWP project, and
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327. Max Nicolson, about to release one of the first White-headed Ducks
leucocephala to arrive at S’Abulfera Parc Natural, Mallorca, from Doñana

National Parc, in spring 1993. Back in the 1980s, Max played a pivotal role 
in saving the Albufera from destruction at the hands of developers and

subsequently promoted various conservation projects there, making 
annual visits to the Parc until 2000.



which in itself proved to be a veritable high-
point in the critical approach to rarity
recording; ecological studies of the Camargue
and the Coto Doñana, which had a significant
impact on the subsequent conservation of those
areas; the prominent coverage given to the early
work of bird observatories in Britain; the
appointment of James Ferguson-Lees as the first
full-time executive editor, and the development
of photographic features under G. K. Yeates;
and, in his own words, ‘a battle against jargon
and unnecessary technicalities’.

Few people are properly qualified to write an
obituary of Max which covers the many and

varied aspects of his life in detail. Elsewhere, for
example, Jeremy Greenwood has provided an
excellent account of his life, in particular his
role in founding the BTO (BTO News 247: 6-7).
Here, Norman Moore, a colleague of Max’s in
the early days of the Nature Conservancy, and
someone who appreciates better than most the
impact which Max Nicholson had on conserva-
tion in Britain and farther afield, provides his
own personal appreciation of a quite unique
individual.

Eds
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When Max Nicholson died in April this year,
four generations of ornithologists lost a pivotal
figure, one who had influenced everything we
knew and did about birds. His death truly marks
the end of an era.

Although I knew Max for 50 years, and was a
member of the Nature Conservancy when he was
Director General, I cannot cover his long and
productive life adequately. Therefore, this brief
contribution is a personal appreciation rather
than an obituary. Birds were Max’s special
delight and his greatest interest, but he was much
more than a first-class ornithologist. He had a
distinguished if stormy career in the Civil
Service. He wrote influential books about gov-
ernment and about conservation, as well as on
birds. In the Second World War, he played a key
role in seeing that vital supplies reached Britain
across the Atlantic. It was a delight for those who
attended his Memorial Service at St Luke’s
Church in Chelsea, on 27th June, that the story
of a memorable occasion in the Atlantic, written
by his son Piers Nicholson, was included with
our hymn sheets. I quote it in full:

‘Max crossing the Atlantic in 1942 As part of his
job in the Ministry of War Transport, Max had to
go to Washington from time to time. On this
occasion he was travelling in the Queen
Elizabeth. This was the only ship allowed to sail
without a destroyer escort, because it was consid-
ered fast enough to avoid U-boats. As a precau-
tionary measure, it sailed a course of large
zig-zags. The exact position of the ship was a
matter of top security, and known only to the
Captain and the navigating officer. There was,
therefore, some consternation when Max
announced to the Captain that they were 300
miles southwest of Iceland. “How did you

know?” they asked, fearing a damaging security
breach. “Well, I have just seen a bird which has a
200-mile radius from Greenland but is unknown
in Iceland, while I saw another bird earlier today
which has a 300-mile radius from Iceland, but
they have now vanished.” ’

Max’s involvement with the interaction
between human affairs and birds was funda-
mental to him all his life. It was no accident that
his contribution to the Collins New Naturalist
series was entitled Birds and Men: the birdlife of
British towns, villages, gardens and farmland
(published in 1951). Max’s love of birds led to his
wish to conserve them. He knew that the most
important way to do that was to conserve their
habitats, and that that could only be done by
involving organisations and governments in con-
servation. This led to his quite extraordinary
success in initiating and guiding organisations,
something which we now take for granted. His
work at Oxford in the 1920s, which included the
pioneering National Census of Heronries, led to
Max taking the leading role in founding the BTO
in 1933. He greatly influenced the RSPB, and was
its President from 1980 to 1988. Even during his
work with the Ministry of Shipping in the war,
he was deeply involved with plans for post-war
reconstruction, and this became his main occu-
pation in the early years of peace. It resulted in
the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, the
1947 Agriculture Act and the 1949 National
Parks and Access to the Countryside Act. The last
was of immense importance for conservation:
for the first time, conservation of nature became
part of the Government’s remit. It led to the for-
mation of the Nature Conservancy, the fore-
runner of English Nature, Scottish Natural
Heritage, Countryside Council for Wales, the



Joint Nature Conservation Committee and
much of the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology.

Max was Director General of the Nature
Conservancy from 1952 to 1966. I was
appointed as Regional Officer for South West
England in 1953 and soon realised that my boss
was a very remarkable person: a Whitehall man
who got into the field whenever he could. In the
1950s, we were busy selecting and establishing
National Nature Reserves. One of my first
experiences of Max in the field was at Braunton
Burrows, in Devon. He was recovering from
polio and I suspect that walking gave him con-
siderable pain. When a harrier Circus appeared,
however, he was galvanised into action, rushing
forward trying to get a better view as it flew
away over the sand dunes. I realised that he was
not just an administrator of conservation but
cared deeply and personally about it. He con-
tinued to have many innovative ideas. He was
enthusiastic about the BTO’s Common Birds
Census and sought my views about it. As a sci-
entist, I had doubts that enough sites could be
covered for the scheme to show what was hap-
pening to bird populations on farmland as a
whole. Max had confidence that the scheme
would grow, and eventually produce results of
real value to those studying the effects of
modern agriculture on wildlife: fortunately, he
did not take my advice! On another occasion,
we disagreed about liaising with wildfowlers at
the Bridgewater Bay NNR. As the Regional
Officer with local knowledge, I could see that
co-operation with the very responsible local
wildfowlers was essential, and well worth the
loss of a few Eurasian Wigeons Anas penelope.
Initially, Max was strongly opposed to my pro-
posals, despite them being backed by the Nature
Conservancy’s chairman, Arthur Duncan. Then
he completely changed his mind, and there fol-
lowed a long period of constructive co-opera-
tion with the Wildfowlers’ Association of Great
Britain and Ireland. Max was not an easy boss,
but he was such an inspiring leader that, over
the years, respect and admiration grew into
affection. Those of us lucky enough to be
working at Monks Wood in its early days were
grateful to have Max 100% behind our endeav-
ours.

Max complemented his work in government

conservation by taking major initiatives in the
voluntary sector. He helped Peter Scott form the
Severn Wildfowl Trust, the forerunner of the
Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, and gave vig-
orous support to the formation of an ever-
increasing number of county Wildlife Trusts.
He had an even greater affect overseas. I suspect
that he was greatly influenced by his early 
experiences: he founded the Oxford Explo-
ration Club and in the 1920s took part in its
adventurous expeditions to the Amazonian
rainforest and to Greenland. In addition, his
official duties as a high-ranking civil servant
gave him international expertise at the highest
level; he understood how government and gov-
ernment departments worked, or failed to
work. As a result, he was deeply involved with
the International Biological Programme and
strongly supported the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature. He was equally
effective in pursuing world conservation in the
voluntary sector, being a prime mover in setting
up the World Wildlife Fund in 1961. Despite all
his organisational activities, he found time to be
an editor, not only of British Birds for 21 years,
as described above, but for all nine volumes of
The Birds of the Western Palearctic. He was
responsible for the habitat sections of all
volumes, and for the voice sections until 1982 –
a fine tribute to his ornithological expertise.

Max lived in London all his adult life. I was a
member of the Trust for Urban Ecology, of
which he was Chairman, and I have a vivid
memory of his delight as we walked over the
green space that was being developed on the site
of the Surrey Docks and a Sky Lark Alauda
arvensis sang overhead within sight of St Paul’s.

Max was innovative to the end: in his nineties
he set up the New Renaissance Group and tire-
lessly promoted the idea that the conservation
of the environment must be made central to the
political agenda of humankind. All the while, he
continued to keep in touch with his old friends
and colleagues, who became increasingly aware
of the kindness which underlay the formidable
personality of one of Britain’s greatest men of
his time.

Norman Moore
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