
For birdwatchers in the Britain of 1952, a newly
published bird guide by Richard Fitter, and
illustrated by Richard Richardson, came as a
revelation. It introduced many innovations, the
most obvious of which was to have paintings of
lookalike birds together on the same page, with
the outline of a sparrow to give a quick idea of
scale. The text was a mine of information, there
were keys to aspects of appearance, behaviour
and habits, and a useful migration table; and all
in a book which would actually go in the
pocket. It brought the author’s and illustrator’s
names before a national audience, but Richard
Fitter was not one to rest on his laurels, and
became a prolific author and conservationist.

Richard was born in London, and was sent
to school at Eastbourne College, where he was
lucky to have the well-known naturalist E. C.
Arnold as a master and mentor. From an early
age he developed the practice of making
detailed notes and lists of the plants and birds
he saw, and his observations led quickly to con-
tacts with other leading naturalists such as Max
Nicholson and James Fisher. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, he went to the London School of Eco-
nomics, and then, deciding on a career as a
social scientist, took up a
position with the Institute of
Political and Economic Plan-
ning, where he had much
practice in writing reports.
This must have honed his
natural ability to digest a mass
of detail and summarise it in
simple language, so evident in
his later field guides.

His initials – R. S. R. F. –
became familiar to many
people well before the War,
for he was a tireless contrib-
utor of notes, letters and
papers to such journals as The
London Bird Report and
British Birds, and also the
London Naturalist where he
became the editor. As a natu-
ralist living in London, he was
able to put his skills to good
use in writing one of the first
volumes in the Collins New

Naturalist series. I bought London’s Natural
History soon after it was published, and it was
both a revelation and an inspiration to a young
birdwatcher living in the suburbs. I still think it
is one of the most original books in the series,
with its blend of history, nature, literary allu-
sions, and urban ecology. The publication of
this book marked a watershed, for Richard left
London for Oxfordshire, and devoted himself
to writing about country matters, initially as
deputy editor of The Countryman, and in a
column for The Observer newspaper.

While in London he had taken particular
interest in the Black Redstart Phoenicurus
ochruros, and following his first note about it in
BB in 1941, he went on to document its status in
Britain in that journal for the next 35 years. He
also read a paper about the spread of the Black
Redstart in Britain at the IOC, in Basel, in 1954.
Another subject that he took a great interest in
was the Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius as
a British bird, and published a meticulously
researched series of papers about its purported
occurrences here in Bull. BOC in 1959.

He published his first contribution to BB in
1931, and the last in 1998 – probably one of the
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37. Richard Fitter (left) with Robert Gillmor, in Norfolk in 2002.
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longest spans of any contributor in its then 90-
year history. Some of these give an insight into
his enthusiasm and the value of his notes. For
instance, in one of his last notes in BB, in 1996,
he commented on a report about abnormal
song in the Common Whitethroat Sylvia com-
munis by referring to notes he had made in
1948. A similar observation about Common
Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita song in BB in
1957 stemmed from an observation made in
1942, when he heard what I think might well
have been an Iberian Chiffchaff Ph. ibericus in
Ken Wood, Middlesex (curiously, the first
accepted record of this species in Britain was in
the same county, at Brent Reservoir, exactly 30
years later). I have traced over 40 contributions
to BB, appropriately recognised by his being
made an Honorary Subscriber in 2000.

The Pocket Guide to British Birds, published
by Collins six years after his first book, was the
forerunner of many field guides marked by suc-
cinct information and many innovative ideas.
The companion guide to wild flowers, which he
co-authored with David McClintock in 1956,
was the first really user-friendly book on the
subject, and was later followed by the hugely
successful bird and flower guides illustrated by
Hermann Heinzel and Marjorie Blamey. These
led to many revised or expanded editions, and
there were many other books on natural history

and conservation.
Richard was a committed conservationist on

an international level; he was the Honorary Sec-
retary of the Fauna Preservation Society for
many years, its journal Oryx being edited by his
wife Maisie, and he was a leading figure in the
IUCN and the Council for Nature. He became
Chairman of the British Ornithologists’ Club in
1965, the year in which I was appointed Hon-
orary Secretary, and I saw a good deal of him
over the next four or five years. We had many
discussions about how and where to put on an
exhibition of Richard Richardson’s work, of
which he was a great admirer, and he was
delighted when this was eventually achieved by
Moss Taylor, to celebrate the publication of
Moss’s book on the birder-artist, exactly 50
years after the Pocket Guide appeared. Although
not well at the time, he was determined not to
miss the launch of the book in Cley church in
2002, when for the first time many of
Richardson’s paintings, including the original
plates for the Collins Guide to Nests and Eggs,
were shown together.

At the age of 91, and with his carer away for
three weeks, Richard drove himself up to his
beloved north Norfolk coast for a short break.
He called in for tea, and soon took a piece of
Common Sea-lavender Limonium vulgare out of
his pocket, to discuss what colour he should call
it in a forthcoming book (at 91!). We had a long
and entertaining talk about the names of
colours, and many other things, and he then
offered to inscribe my copy of London’s Natural
History, noting below his signature ‘nearly sixty
years too late’. He was an ardent field-man (I
remember him in the 1950s getting a name for
chasing crakes in Wales) and, latterly, when he
couldn’t walk very far, he told me of an expedi-
tion to find an orchid – Irish Lady’s-tresses Spi-
ranthes romanzoffiana – when he managed to
get 200 m, only to find it underfoot by the car
when he got back.

His wife Maisie, to whom he was married for
58 years, died in 1996. They had a daughter and
two sons, both naturalists, one of whom, Alis-
tair, collaborated with Richard on the many edi-
tions of the wild-flower guide which originally
appeared in 1974. Richard died in Cambridge
on 3rd September 2005, at the age of 92, leaving
a unique name and legacy in the history of
nature guide books.

Martin WoodcockSome of Richard Fitter’s many wildlife books.




