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Chris Rollie writes this account of the life
of Donald Watson (28th June 1918–7th
November 2005).

I travel quite widely in the UK through my
own work with the RSPB, and everywhere
I meet people who have a fondness for
Donald and his work, including very many
who have never met him. The mere
mention of St John’s Town of Dalry in a
talk or conversation is enough for them to
recall the name Donald Watson. Very
many of them do know him, of course,
and like us know how kind, supportive
and encouraging he was to us all.

Scottish ornithology loses an elder
statesman and master craftsman;
Galloway loses its own Donald Watson.

Donald Watson was born at Cranleigh in
Surrey on 28 June 1918 of a Scots father and
an English mother. He first began to draw

birds before he was five years old and
copied illustrations by Archibald Thorburn,
the great wildlife artist of late Victorian and
Edwardian times. Indeed in 1930, Thorburn,
a near neighbour and by then in his late 60s,
invited young Donald to tea and
encouraged his early interest, leaving an
impression on him that was to remain
throughout his life. However, painting was
already in his blood, his father’s sister
(Margaret Stephens) having won a
scholarship from Aberdeen to attend the
Slade School of Art in London, while on his
mother’s side his uncle was H.John Pearson,
an architect whose paintings were exhibited
in the Royal Academy. His older brother Eric
too became a most accomplished artist.

Shortly after Donald’s father died in 1931,
his mother took her three sons to live in
Edinburgh, where he attended Edinburgh
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Academy from 1932 to 1937. It was there
that he came under the influence of
George Waterston, a former pupil, founder
of the Midlothian Ornithologists’ Club and
giant of Scottish ornithology in the 20th
century. Waterston enrolled him in the
Midlothian club, of which Donald was the
last surviving member, and which
developed into the Scottish Ornithologists’
Club in 1936, with both becoming
founder members. His bird art continued
to develop during this period, as did his
skill and experience as a birdwatcher. He
first visited the Isle of May in 1933, where
he met the `good ladies’, Misses Baxter
and Rintoul, who were just finishing their
final visit to `the May.’ Fired on by the
migration studies of these ladies, though
employing somewhat less fatal methods of
capture, Donald was to visit the island
almost annually for the next fifty years. 

Hen Harriers at a winter roost in Galloway (grateful acknowledgement to owner Roger Clarke)
















































