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Obituary
James Allitt Hancock (1921-2004)

James went to Solihull School in Warwickshire,
and thereafter opted to go into the ‘business

sixth’ form rather than to university. From there
he went briefly into a bank, which he found dull.
The dullness soon ended with the start of World
War II – which took James off to India and,
towards the end of the war, through to China,
where he ended the war as a colonel. It was
during this time that he learned Urdu, a lan-
guage that proved useful on many later trips to
India.

After the war he went into oil, into a
company (Edwin Cooper) that specialised in
making lubricating oils, and gradually worked
his way up to President. The company was taken
over by one of the giants and eventually
absorbed into a large American conglomerate.
By this point, James had had enough and, in
1979, took early retirement, enabling him to
spend more time on his birds, his photography
and his fishing.

His business career was very beneficial to
these interests. It took him all over the world and
enabled him to build up a wide range of
friends, and he used these trips to visit many
places, some of which at that time were not
as easily accessible as they are now. During
these trips he gradually came to concentrate
his interests on the herons (Ardeidae) – a
group with which his name is nowadays syn-
onymous.

His first work, with Sir Hugh Elliott and
illustrated by Robert Gillmor, was a large-
format book, Herons of the World (London
Editions, 1978). Thereafter, books flowed
fairly steadily, almost all on herons or wet-
lands, but one – Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills
of the World (with James Kushlan and Philip
Kahl, Academic Press, 1992) – covered the
other large wading-bird families. A final
work (The Herons, again with James
Kushlan, OUP, 2005) is nearing publication
at the time of writing, though sadly James
saw only an early version of the proofs.

Outside of the herons, James put in a lot
of work for ornithological bodies and for
conservation. He served on Councils of
RSPB and the Fauna and Flora Preservation
Society, was Treasurer of the British section
of ICPB, and was President of the BTO from

1985 to 1989, at the time of its having to make
the big decisions about the move from Tring to
Thetford. He was also President of the Hamp-
shire Ornithological Society, from 1986 until
2000.

He was a great lover of the countryside and a
very accomplished photographer, a skill that
married well with his studies of herons; he was
elected to a Fellowship of the Royal Photo-
graphic Society in 1982. His other love was fly-
fishing on the Hampshire chalk streams; if you
were unlucky enough to be a trout, he cast a
mean dry fly.

His work was appreciated by many. He was
awarded an OBE for ‘Services to Ornithology’ in
1991 and the BTO’s Jubilee medal in 1992,
elected a Corresponding Member of the Amer-
ican Ornithologists’ Union in 1995 and given an
honorary Doctorate by Southampton University
in 1999.

He leaves a wife, Sylvia, and three children.
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