
Derek Almey Ratcliffe (1929-2005) 

When Derek Ratcliffe died, aged 75, on 23rd 
May 2005, Britain lost one of its most formi
dably gifted, sensitive, articulate and passionate 
champions of birds and the natural world 
during the second half of the twentieth century. 
His achievements were in several interlocking 
spheres. Many BB readers know him as the 
author of The Peregrine Falcon (1980 and 1993) 
and The Raven (1997). By themselves, these 
would have been a notable triumph, given that 
the first is widely regarded as the classic model 
for a single-species monograph. 

Yet, during his 40 years working for the 
Nature Conservancy (later Nature Conservancy 
Council and now English Nature), Derek 
became the organisation's Chief Scientist and, 
amidst a suite of other taxing duties, he edited 
the Nature Conservation Review (1977), a mon
umental two-volume synthesis of information 
on the nation's outstanding habitats and 
wildlife sites. It expressed not only Derek's 
encyclopedic knowledge of our environment, 
which was probably unequalled by any other 
single Briton then or since, but it also served as 
a blueprint and bible for much of the conserva
tion in Britain during the ensuing decades. 

Despite the scope of these professional 
achievements, Derek will probably best be 
remembered for one relatively small aspect of 
his work. Yet in itself it was among the finest 
pieces of nature detection in the twentieth 
century, arising from a boyhood passion for a 
single upland bird and conducted 
in the very best traditions of the 
amateur naturalist sleuth. In the 
1960s, Derek, together with several 
colleagues, proved incontrovertibly 
that the widely used pesticide 
compound DDT was having a 
deeply negative impact on Pere
grine Falcons Falco peregrinus by 
causing the thinning of their 
eggshells. His relentless pursuit of 
the issue resulted in DDT and then 
other organochlorine pesticides 
being withdrawn from agricultural 
use. 

Derek's exposure of the chemi
cals' hidden but insidious impact 
had consequences well beyond the 

world of birds. Beautifully contained in this one 
story was a message about the way human 
beings, either deliberately or inadvertently, had 
acquired the capacity to destroy their entire 
natural environment. In our own age of ever-
increasing Peregrine numbers, it is hard to 
believe that the species was then thought at risk 
of global extinction. Equally, it is difficult for us 
to recapture the sense of international crisis 
surrounding the issue of toxic agrochemicals. 
But in many ways, the bird-poisoning story 
exposed by Derek propelled the environment 
centre-stage and in turn brought the subject 
before a mass audience for the first time. 

It would never have been such a defining 
moment in environmental history had it not 
involved one of the most charismatic of all 
birds. Equally, Derek would never have been 
able to establish the facts had he not had an 
abiding passion for the species since earliest 
childhood. The only son of a cinema pianist 
and a language teacher, he was born in London 
in 1929 but spent most of his childhood in 
Cumbria. A rather intense and, outwardly, 
rather taciturn figure, Derek found huge satis
faction in the solitary pursuit of the region's 
birds. 

A key personality in his early development 
was the curator of Carlisle's museum, Ernest 
Blezard, to whom Derek dedicated the most 
personal of his books, In Search of Nature 
(2000). There he describes how Blezard's all-

268. Derek Ratcliffe in southern Scotland in 1999, about to 
check a Common Raven's Corvus corax nest. 
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HarperCollins New Naturalist series. Just a 
week before he died, he had providentially 
lodged with HarperCollins the completed man
uscript of his New Naturalist Galloway and the 
Scottish Borders. Mercifully, he had just com
pleted the proofreading of Lapland: a natural 
history, which will be published in summer 
2005 by Christopher Helm. 

Derek's recently acquired love for the Arctic 
tundra grew partly out of disillusionment with 
the treatment of our own uplands. He felt that 
through mismanagement of some important 
sites, particularly the needless afforestation of 
the Flow Country (a term he coined, inciden
tally), we were squandering some of our most 
important natural treasures. Yet his annual 

odyssey to Scandinavia with Jeannette in their 
camper van, which had become his summer 
routine for the last 12 years, expressed his 
ongoing commitment to wide, open, largely 
unpeopled landscapes where nature still had 
free rein. Explaining once what Lapland meant 
to him, Derek said 'I go there to be renewed.' In 
that one sentence he captured the spiritual 
journey towards wilderness which had been at 
the very core of his being for the whole of his 75 
years. Derek, Jeannette and his sister-in-law 
Veronika were all on their way to Lapland on 
the night that he passed away quietly in his 
sleep. 

Mark Cocker 

Vladimir Evgen'evich Flint (1924-2004) 

Vladimir Flint, internationally renowned 
ornithologist and, above all, pioneering conser
vationist, died following a short illness at home 
in Moscow on 23rd March 2004. 

I first met Vladimir in 1974, the year which 
also marked the beginning of Operation 
'Siberian White Crane', which Vladimir himself 
was to call 'perhaps the brightest page in my 
life-story'. This was a brilliantly conceived and 
boldly executed plan to save an extremely rare 
bird, involving international co-operation 
during the difficult period of the Cold War 
between a [Soviet] Russian team led by 
Vladimir and George Archibald and colleagues 
at the International Crane Foundation (ICF) in 
Baraboo (Wisconsin, USA). The plan was first 
implemented in 1977, when the Russian team 
collected eggs of the endangered 
Siberian Crane Grus leucogeranus on 
the Indigirka tundra (northern 
Yakutia) and these were then trans
ported via Moscow and London to 
the ICF for incubation. Two chicks 
hatched and thrived from the four 
eggs, the first to emerge being 
appropriately named 'Vladimir'. A 
further egg-collecting expedition 
followed in 1978, while eggs brought 
back from the tundra in 1979 were 
destined not for Baraboo, but for a 
newly established crane nursery in 
the Oka Nature Reserve in European 
Russia. This impressive conservation 
programme continues. 

Vladimir Flint was born on 14th March 
1924, in Moscow. Both his father, a professor of 
crystallography, but also a keen naturalist, 
angler and hunter, and the riches of the family 
library made the young Vladimir aware of 
wildlife and a natural world to be explored 
outside the home. In 1942, he joined the Red 
Army, serving with distinction and finishing the 
War in Czechoslovakia, where he met up with 
American troops on the River Elbe. Vladimir 
completed his secondary education by working 
during the day and studying long hours at a 
'School for Young Workers' in the evenings. He 
began his studies (Vertebrate Zoology) in the 
Faculty of Biology and Pedology at Moscow 
State University (MSU) in September 1948. 

The circle of outstanding academics at MSU, 

269. Siberian Cranes Grus leucogeranus in northeast Yakutia. 
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some almost legendary figures, inspired 
Vladimir to undertake and write up his own 
studies and he immediately showed himself to 
be a knowledgeable ornithologist, writing, 
jointly with V. G. Krivosheev, Birds of the 
Izmaylovskiy Park, which is considered to be an 
important primary source on the Moscow avi
fauna and is still cited today. Vladimir's degree 
thesis was on 'Eider biology and eider-farming 
on the White Sea', and this gave him the chance 
to mount his first independent expedition. 

After graduating from MSU in 1953, 
Vladimir took up a post at Moscow's elite 
Gamaleya Institute of Epidemiology & Microbi
ology. From work on rodents in Northern Kaza
khstan (1954-57) came Vladimir's 'Candidate' 
(PhD) dissertation, 'The zoological foundations 
of epidemiological research' (1959). There fol
lowed even more interesting and challenging 
expeditions - to Ussuriland, Tyva [Tuva], Trans-
baykalia, Armenia, Turkmenistan and other 
Central Asian republics. Then, in 1963, the 
focus shifted to the North: the Murmansk coast 
of the Barents Sea, Wrangel Island, the tundra 
of Yakutia and Taymyr. 

The year 1969 marked Vladimir's return to 
birds. His new post was Senior Research Assis
tant, under Dr A. M. Sudilovskaya, in the 
Department of Ornithology at Moscow Univer
sity's Zoological Museum. During eight fruitful 
years there, Vladimir elected to work on iso
lating mechanisms in the large and ecologically 
varied group of Calidris sandpipers. In 
December 1972, Vladimir successfully defended 
his doctoral dissertation (for the degree of 
DSc), 'The spatial structure of small-mammal 
populations', and its separate publication as a 

book by the Academic Publishing House, 
'Nauka' [Science], in 1977 was a considerable 
accolade. Later in his career, he himself was to 
supervise more than 50 young scientists 
working for Candidate and DSc degrees. 

Against a background of burgeoning public 
interest, particularly from the 1970s, in interna
tional questions concerning nature conserva
tion and, especially, in the protection of rare 
animals and plants, Vladimir too came gradu
ally to the idea of devoting himself entirely to 
conservation. Once the decision was made, he 
began the most productive period of his life. 
From 1976, he worked for more than 25 years, 
initially as Head of the Laboratory (then 
Department) of Animal Conservation, in the 
Central Laboratory for Nature Conservation at 
the Soviet Ministry of Agriculture. This later 
bore the title 'All-Union Science Research Insti
tute for Nature Conservation and Nature 
Reserves', and Vladimir's position there was 
Head of the Department of Biodiversity. Widely 
recognised as a leader in the field of protecting 
and restoring populations of rare and endan
gered animals, Vladimir focused on three main 
priorities: 1) Drawing up an inventory of rare 
species by preparing and publishing national 
and regional Red Data Books; 2) Creating a 
legal framework for animal protection 
throughout the country; 3) Establishing captive 
breeding stations (nurseries) as the principal 
method of preserving the gene pool and cre
ating a captive population of animals for later 
release into the wild. Vladimir's role in all these 
was fundamental, but he was an especially con
vinced and enthusiastic supporter, then creator 
and scientific director, of a network of nurseries 

in the former USSR: for rare cranes 
(Oka Nature Reserve); the Russian 
Falcon Centre in Moscow and other 
raptor stations; several centres for 
bustard research and captive 
breeding (Great Bustard Otis tarda 
and Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax in 
the Saratov Region, Macqueen's 
Bustard Chlamydotis [undulata] 
macqueenii in Uzbekistan); centres 
for the Goitered Gazelle Gazella 
subgutturosa in Central Asia and 
Georgia. One of Vladimir's last 
books, A Strategy for the Conserva
tion of Endangered Wildlife Species in 
Russia: theory and practice (2000) 
summarises the monumental work 
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270. Vladimir Flint (right) with colleagues from the Russian Bird 
Conservation Union (left to right, Olga Sukhanova.Valeriy Nikolaev, 

Vladimir Bogdanov and Lena Lebedeva); Moscow, February 1996. 
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carried out during these years. 
The foundation of The Russian Bird Conser

vation Union (RBCU) in 1993 must rank as one 
of Vladimir's finest achievements. He served as 
its President up to 2001, then as Honorary Pres
ident. In just over ten years, the Union has gone 
from strength to strength, bringing together for 
a common cause professional ornithologists 
and amateurs of all ages, and it has become part 
of the global bird-conservation movement as 
BirdLife Partner for the Russian Federation. The 
plan to amend RBCU's name to honour 
Vladimir Flint's memory will be a fitting 
tribute. 

Close co-operation between the USSR and 
international government and non-government 
organisations concerned with nature conserva
tion began to develop in the second half of the 
twentieth century and again, Vladimir Flint's 
role was crucial. As an official delegate, he lec
tured at international congresses and other 
forums. He was an elected IUCN Regional 
Councillor for Eastern Europe (from 1990 to 
1994) and a member of the IUCN Bureau 
(from 1991 to 1994). He also served as a 
regional Vice-Chairman of the IUCN's Species 
Survival Commission (from November 1990 to 
January 1993). Vladimir was a member of the 
International Ornithological Committee, 
National Co-ordinator for Co-operation 
between Russia and WWT, and a member of the 
Scientific Council of ICE Honorary life-mem
bership of the National Geographic Society 
came in 1989, and of the BOU in 1992. 
Vladimir was an important member of a 
Soviet/Russian team who did so much, often in 
difficult circumstances, to support the BWP 
project. 

Among foreign awards received by Vladimir 
were 'The Order of the Golden Ark' (an honour 
bestowed by Prince Bernhard of The Nether
lands, 1985), the National Audubon Society 
Medal (USA, 1987), and the 'Global 500 Award' 
of the UN Environment Programme (1987). 
Vladimir's accomplishments were, of course, 
also recognised in his own country, through his 
being elected as an Academician of the Russian 
Academy of Natural Sciences and given the title 
Honoured Ecologist of the Russian Federation. 

Vladimir Flint was the author of more than 
650 publications, ranging from scientific 
monographs and papers on a wide variety of 
topics to enchanting books for children. The 
Soviet Union's first field guides on mammals 

and birds produced by Vladimir and co
authors were undoubtedly landmarks in 
natural-history publishing. That on birds, first 
published in Russian in 1968, was translated 
into English and brought out by Princeton UP 
in 1984; it has since become very popular and 
has probably done more than anything else to 
make Flint's name widely known. Vladimir 
always had a strong interest in 'avifaunistics' 
and his discovery of a Grey Hypocolius 
Hypocolius ampelinus population in Turk
menistan in 1960, unique in the former Soviet 
Union, was an exciting event. He told me also 
that he was becoming more and more of a 
birdwatcher with advancing age. Vladimir was 
grateful, as always, for A Field Guide to the Birds 
of China (MacKinnon & Phillipps, OUP, 2000), 
which I sent him in 2002, prior to his departure 
for the 23rd IOC in Beijing, but he was sadly 
hampered by eye-trouble in his last years. 
Together with V. D. Il'ichev, Vladimir was 
Senior Editor of the projected ten-volume 
handbook series Ptitsy SSSR [ The Birds of the 
USSR], the first volume of which appeared in 
1982. After the appearance of five volumes in 
Russian (1982-93) and the translation of four 
into German (1985-94), the project seemed to 
have gone into hibernation, but happily, it has 
been reactivated in recent months (Viktor 
Zubakin and Mikhail Kalyakin pers. comm.). 

Vladimir Flint's contribution to zoology and 
ornithology in the former Soviet Union/Russia 
and to the conservation of nature there and 
internationally was immense and history will 
surely recognise the outstanding role he played. 

Vladimir's wife, Tat'yana L'vovna, their sons, 
Mikhail and Alexander, and Alexander's three 
daughters survive him, their only grandson 
(Mikhail's son) having died tragically at the age 
of 20. For me, it was a great privilege to have 
known Vladimir and I shall always admire his 
achievements and remember him with affection 
and gratitude as a kind and courteous friend 
who deepened my love of Russia, her people, 
language, and wildlife. 

I thank in particular Vladimir Galushin and Alexander 
Mishchenko, also Viktor Belik, Nigel Collar and Marie-
Christine Labernardiere (IUCN), for providing some of 
the material on which this tribute is based and 
answering some of my many questions. Vladimir Bog-
danov and Eugene Potapov kindly sent in a splendid 
selection of photographs. 

Michael G. Wilson 
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