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Evan Graham Turbott, 
M.Sc., Q.S.O. 1914–2014

With the death of Graham Turbott on 12 December 
2014, aged 100, the Ornithological Society of New 
Zealand (O.S.N.Z.) lost the last of its founding 
members and its longest-serving member (74 
years). In 1938 Graham was one of the small band 
of 15 ornithologists around the country to whom 
R.A. Falla sent a circular commending the Society’s 
formation. Graham maintained a continuous 
association with the Society, which included 
service as President (1949–52), North Island Vice-
president (1947–49, 1957–58) and Councillor (1953–
55). Although increasingly frail in his last years, 
he retained his memory, mental agility and sense 
of humour and was an inspiration to those around 
him.

Graham Turbott was born at Stanley Bay, 
Auckland, on 27 May 1914, the eldest of 3 brothers. 
He attended Takapuna Grammar School. His father 
(Thomas Turbott) was a primary school headmaster 
and holidays were spent at the farm of Graham’s 
grandparents (Samuel and Hester Graham) at 
Mangapai, c. 17 km south of Whangarei. With its 
patches of bush and scrub, the farm gave plenty of 
opportunity to develop an interest in natural history.  
Graham attended Auckland Teachers’ Training 
College and studied zoology at Auckland University 
College, despite a comment from his father, a strict 
Presbyterian: “You’re not going to university to 
learn about evolution, I hope”. In 1937 Graham 
submitted his M.Sc. thesis on the distribution and 
anatomy of the native Hochstetter’s frog.

Also in 1937, Graham began his long museum 
career with an appointment as Assistant Zoologist 
(later Ornithologist/Entomologist) at Auckland 
Museum, succeeding Robert Falla as the museum’s 
expert on birds.  He married Olwyn Rutherford, 
who was the museum’s assistant ethnologist, 
in 1940. In their life-time together the Turbotts 
shared wide-ranging interests in nature, art and 
ethnology.

In 1943 Graham volunteered for the R.N.Z.A.F. 
and after early training at Linton Camp was posted 
to the meteorological section. He was released from 
air force duties in December 1943 to spend a year on 
the Cape Expedition to the subantarctic Auckland 
Islands, which involved military coast-watching 
duties.  There was also abundant spare time to pursue 
natural history in an unspoiled environment. Many 
years later Graham wrote of these experiences in a 
book published by the Department of Conservation 
in 2002. Lake Turbott on Auckland Island is named 
after him, as are nearly 20 New Zealand animal 
species, mostly invertebrates from various offshore 
islands.

Graham returned to Auckland Museum in 1945. 
In 1954 he went overseas for 8 months sponsored 
by the British Council, during which he visited 
British bird observatories and the Edward Grey 
Institute (University of Oxford). In 1957 he moved 
to Christchurch to take up the position of Assistant 
Director and Keeper of Zoology at Canterbury 
Museum. Graham returned to Auckland Museum 
as Director in 1964, a position he held for 15 years 
until retirement in 1979. Auckland Museum’s 
bird collection, after Graham’s departure in 1957, 
came under the care of Lois Wagener (née Bishop) 
who was Recorder (Zoology) from 1960 to 1968 
(Gill 2000). During Graham’s second period at 
Auckland Museum, he was de facto the museum’s 
ornithologist, but could devote little time to birds.  
He therefore established the part-time role of 
Associate Ornithologist, which was held by local 
O.S.N.Z. members: Ross McKenzie (see Brown 
1990) from 1968 to 1972 and Sylvia Reed (see Sibson 
1982) from 1972 until she died in 1981.

Field work, especially on islands, was a major 
element in Graham’s ornithological career. While 
still a university student, he was invited by Falla, 
then ornithologist at Auckland Museum, to join the 
museum’s 1934 Will Watch expedition to northern 
offshore islands, including the Three Kings.  
Through field-work Graham was soon associated 
with the country’s leading ornithologists in those 
early years, who included Falla, Charles Fleming, 

Fig. 1.  Graham Turbott.  Passport photograph, 1975.
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Peter Bull, Geoffrey Buddle, Robert Wilson and, 
later, Dick Sibson. Fleming visited the Chatham 
Islands in the summer of 1937–1938 (Fleming, 1939a, 
b) and Graham accompanied him on part of this 
important trip. Graham made several research trips 
to the Three Kings Islands (1946, 1948, 1951, 1953), 
undertook field-work in Fiordland (1949) following 
rediscovery of the takahe, and joined an expedition 
to the Antipodes and Bounty Islands (1950). He was 
a guest of the Danish deep-sea Galathea expedition 
during trawling in the Kermadec Deep (1952), and 
a member of the Lake Monk (Cameron Mountains) 
Expedition to southern Fiordland (1957).

In developing the bird collection during his 
first period at Auckland Museum, Graham was 
fortunate to have the support of a staff taxidermist 
(Charles Dover until May 1953, and Patrick O’Brien 
from July 1953). The bird department had a .410-
bore shotgun that Falla and Dover had used in the 
1930s to shoot birds for the collection (including 
many mounted specimens that are still exhibited).  
However, Graham was not inspired to shoot birds 
himself despite the experience of his father shooting 
pheasants on “the farm”. This, for Auckland 
Museum, reinforced the practice—now standard 
for New Zealand museums—of passive reliance on 
the salvage of birds that die from other causes.

Graham’s main ornithological research 
concerned surveys of the bird faunas of offshore 
islands (Hen, Little Barrier) with sustained work on 
the Three Kings and the impact of goat-removal on 
the islands’ ecology.  He published a 1956 paper on 
plumages and breeding cycles of the spotted shag 
and after moving to Christchurch he contributed 

to a census of that species around Banks Peninsula 
(results published in 1995). Graham’s move into 
museum administration presumably robbed him 
of time for any further major research projects, 
but he continued to write short notes for Notornis 
reporting the sort of rare finds and important bird 
records that come to the attention of ornithologists 
in museums. His comments on distribution and 
decline of bellbirds in the north, contained in 7 
papers, were cited in the important review by 
Bartle & Sagar (1987). Graham had considerable 
flare for written expression and this found an outlet 
in a multitude of general summary articles (e.g., 
“Birds of Auckland”, 1949, 1965, 1979), forewords 
for books, book reviews and the like. In retirement 
Graham chaired the committee with the major task 
of compiling the Society’s third checklist of the birds 
of New Zealand (1990). He had been a member of 2 
earlier Checklist Committees.

As a natural history curator, Graham understood 
the importance of popularising biology for lay 
people.  One expression of this was his involvement 
in exhibition development. At Canterbury Museum 
he helped to develop the successful Edgar Stead Hall 
of New Zealand Birds with its stunning dioramas, 
a gallery that remains today a drawcard for visitors 
to that museum. During his early years at Auckland 
Museum, Graham made improvements to the 
original bird hall. On returning to the museum as 
director, Graham led the development of a new bird 
hall which opened in 1972 in the building extension 
memorialising the Second World War. This gallery 
remained open until 1996; its educational value 
can be guessed from the fact that for the hundreds 

Fig. 2.  Graham Turbott (left) and 
the author in May 2012 during the 
last visit Graham made to the bird 
collection at Auckland Museum.  
Photo: K. Pfeiffer.
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of thousands of museum visitors annually the 
giant moa reconstruction in the bird hall was the 
museum’s second most popular attraction after the 
Maori gallery.

Graham also reached out to the wider public 
through his general publications on birds. In the 
1930s he wrote a nature column for “Enzed Junior”, 
the children’s supplement of the Auckland Star. 
These articles he updated and expanded as the 
basis for a popular book (New Zealand Bird Life, 
1947). For illustrations in this book he mostly used 
the pioneering black-and-white photographs of his 
friend and colleague Geoffrey Buddle (see Sibson 
1975, 1990). Graham was co-author (with Falla and 
Sibson) of the influential Collins field-guide to New 
Zealand’s birds. When this was first published in 
1966 it was the country’s first modern Peterson-
style ornithological field-guide, replacing an earlier 
less detailed guide by Moncrieff (1925). “Falla, 
Sibson & Turbott” went through several editions 
and re-designs. The project had been conceived 
by the O.S.N.Z. Council in 1959 and the royalties 
from sales of field-guides have funded the Society’s 
Projects Assistance Fund over many years. Graham 
was editor of a lavish edition of Buller’s History of the 
Birds of New Zealand first published by Whitcombe 
and Tombs in 1967 with printing in Japan. Graham 
wrote a contemporary account of each bird to 
complement edited excerpts that greatly shortened 
Buller’s text. Tipped-in pages in 6-colour offset 
reproduced J.G. Keulemans’ plates from Buller’s 
second edition of 1888.

Throughout his museum career Graham gave 
talks to foster awareness of nature, natural history 
museums and ornithology. During some of the 
war years he gave tours of the museum’s bird hall 
to American servicemen on rest and recreation 
leave in Auckland. Between 1937 and 1957 he 
took 16-mm ciné film footage during field-trips to 
offshore islands. This was edited into short films 
that Graham screened to small audiences including 
O.S.N.Z. meetings. Many of these films, along with 
Graham’s papers, are now held by the Auckland 
Museum Library.

At various times Graham served on important 
committees concerned with wildlife and 
conservation, including the Hauraki Gulf Maritime 
Park Board (1975–1990), the Animal Ecology 
Research Committee, the Freshwater Fisheries 
Advisory Council and the Fauna Protection Advisory 
Council.  In 1977, shortly before retirement, Graham 
was awarded a Queen’s Service Order for public 
service. He received the Falla Memorial Award of 
the O.S.N.Z. in 1988 and fellowship of the Society 
was conferred in 1997.  He was also a life member of 
the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union.

In the years I knew him from 1982, Graham 
seemed a gentlemanly figure with a quiet and 
polite demeanour. He also had a forcefulness and 
determination that came from his long experience 
and his years of leadership.  He read widely, thought 
deeply and gave his opinions and interpretations 
confidently, fluently and without haste. In 
conversations he tended to be a talker rather than a 
listener, and what he had to say was worth hearing.  
He had a dry sense of humour. When I rang him in 
2013 and asked how he was, the reply was “Getting 
older day by day—if that’s possible”.   

Graham was always helpful to those who sought 
out his opinions, experience and knowledge of the 
past. Through his published writing, his influence 
on museum natural history displays and collections 
and through his committee work for the Society and 
other organisations, Graham Turbott, in a long and 
productive life, served New Zealand ornithology 
well.
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APPENDIX
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF SCIENCE-RELATED PUBLICA-
TIONS BY E.G. TURBOTT

Turbott’s publications dealing predominantly with 
museum administration are excluded. He was the sole 
author of the following publications unless other authors 
are given. This listing does not include every minor item, 
such as book reviews, forewords to books and presidential 
addresses. 

1940
A bird census on Taranga (The Hen). Emu 40: 158–161. 

1941
Food of the grey duck. Progress report on stomach 

analysis. Auckland Acclimatisation Society Annual Report 
1941: 8–11.

1942
The distribution of the genus Leiopelma in New Zealand 

with a description of a new species. Transactions of the 
Royal Society of New Zealand 71: 247–253. 

1944
(Spiller, D.; Turbott, E.G.). The occurrence of some 

Australian insects and a spider in New Zealand. 
Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 3: 79–83.

1946
A survey of grey duck foods. Auckland Acclimatisation 

Society Annual Report 1946: 5–17. 
(Turbott, E.G.; Sibson, R.B.). Petrels cast ashore by August 

gales, 1946, with special reference to Pachyptila vittata. 
New Zealand Bird Notes 2: 19–23. 

(Cox, T.W.; Roberts, T.M.; Turbott, E.G.; Sibson, R.B.). 
Spotted shag near Auckland. New Zealand Bird Notes 
2: 30–31.

1947
(Turbott, E.G.; Sibson, R.B.; Stidolph, R.H.D.). Whimbrel 

in North Island. New Zealand Bird Notes 2: 34–35.
Birds of Little Barrier Island. New Zealand Bird Notes 2: 

92–108. 
New Zealand Bird Life. Wellington: Reed.

1948
Effect of goats on Great Island, Three Kings, with 

descriptions of vegetation quadrats. Records of the 
Auckland Institute and Museum 3: 253–272. 

(Turbott, E.G.; Buddle, G.A.). Birds of the Three Kings 
Islands. Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 3: 
319–336. 

1949
Problems relating to the birds of New Zealand’s offshore 

islands. [6th New Zealand Science Congress, 1947 
(Handbook)] Transactions of the Royal Society of New 
Zealand 77: 235–237.

Discovery of the breeding habits of Leiopelma hochstetteri 
Fitzinger. Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 
3: 373–376. 

Observations on the occurence of the Weddell seal in New 
Zealand. Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 
3: 377–379. 

Birds of Auckland. Pp 27–32 in: Handbook for 7th Pacific 
Science Congress. Auckland.

1950
Past and future of the Society. President’s address at 

annual meeting. Notornis 4: 6–7.
Advance of the rosella in North Auckland. Notornis 4: 7.
Frigate bird at Whangarei. Notornis 4: 35.

1951
Antipodes penguins were not amused. The Weekly News 

24 Jan. 1951: 22.
Winter observations on Notornis in 1949. Notornis 4: 107–113.
A selected bibliography on Notornis. Notornis 4: 115–117.
Notes on Parengarenga Harbour waders. Notornis 4: 122–

134. 
Notes on the birds of the Three Kings Islands. Records of 

the Auckland Institute and Museum 4: 141–143. 
[Review of “New Zealand flycatchers of the genus Petroica 

Swainson” by C.A. Fleming.] Notornis 4: 83–84. 
The Three Kings: northern bird life. Forest and Bird 101: 

6–8. 

1952
Chap. 7. Seals of the Southern Ocean. Pp 195–215 in: 

Simpson, F.A. (ed.). The Antarctic Today. Wellington: 
Reed.

Kakas in settled country. Notornis 5: 23.
Island ecology. New Zealand Science Review 10: 84–85. 
Some stray tropical and sub-tropical sea birds in New 

Zealand. Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 
4: 187–192. 

1953
Distribution and speciation of land birds on offshore 

islands, northern New Zealand. Proceedings of the 
Seventh Pacific Science Congress 4: 53–58. 

Museum scientific publications. A.G.M.A.N.Z. [Art 
Galleries & Museums Assoc. of N.Z.] Newsletter 2: 
2–5. 

Pied tit in North Auckland. Notornis 5: 108.
Notes on the occurence of the bellbird in North Auckland. 

Notornis 5: 175–178. 
(Roach, R.W.; Turbott, E.G.). Notes on a long-tailed bat 

(Chalinolobus morio). New Zealand Science Review 11: 
161.

(Fleming, C.A.; Falla, R.A.; Marples, B.J.; Sibson, R.B.; 
Stidolph, R.H.D.; Turbott, E.G.). Checklist of New 
Zealand Birds. Wellington: Reed.

1954
Rediscovery of Notornis [abstract]. Proceedings of the 

Zoological Society of London 124: 466–467. 
Record of black-faced cuckoo-shrike. Notornis 5: 253.
(Turbott, E.G.; Bull, P.C.). A bird census and some recent 

observations on birds on Great Island, Three Kings 
group. Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 4: 
245–262. 

1955
Field study of Notornis. Proceedings of the 11th International 

Ornithological Congress: 629. 
(Turbott, E.G.; Wightman, G.C.). A breeding record of the 

kiwi in North Auckland. Notornis 6: 150–152. 
Report on 11th International Ornithological Congress. 

Notornis 6: 162–163.
International Union for the Protection of Nature: Report of 

the 4th General Assembly. New Zealand Science Review 
13: 53–55.
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Report on 4th General Assembly of the International 
Union for the Protection of Nature, at Copenhagen 
25th August to 3rd September, 1954. Forest & Bird 115: 
4–6.

[Review of “Parrots and Parrot-like Birds” by the Duke of 
Bedford.] Ibis 97: 161.

1956
Bulbuls in Auckland. Notornis 6: 185–193. 
Notes on the plumages and breeding cycle of the spotted 

shag, Phalacrocorax (Stictocarbo) punctatus punctatus 
(Sparrman, 1786). Records of the Auckland Institute and 
Museum 4: 343–363. 

1957
Native and introduced birds. Pp 97–111 in: Callaghan, 

F.R. (ed.). Science in New Zealand [handbook for 1957 
A.N.Z.A.A.S. conference]. Wellington: Reed.

1959
(Riney, T.; Watson, J.S.; Bassett, C.; Turbott, E.G.; Howard, 

W.E.). Lake Monk Expedition. An Ecological Study in 
Southern Fiordland [D.S.I.R. Bulletin 135]. Wellington: 
D.S.I.R.

1960
Whales, seals and bats.  Pp 218–224 in: Dwyer, T.J. (ed.). The 

New Zealand Junior Encyclopaedia. Vol. 1. Wellington: 
N.Z. Educational Foundation.

1961
Birds. Pp 136–175 in: Hamilton, W.M. (ed.). Little Barrier 

Island (Hauturu) [D.S.I.R. Bulletin 137; 2nd ed.] 
Wellington: Government Printer.

The interaction of native and introduced birds in New 
Zealand. Proceedings of the New Zealand Ecological 
Society 8: 62–66. 

(Turbott, E.G.; Sibson, R.B.; Imber, M.J.). Tattler and 
Hudsonian godwit in the Heathcote-Avon Estuary. 
Notornis 9: 135–137.

1962
Birds of the gardens. Pp 84–105 in: Barnett, M.J.; Gilpin, 

H.G.; Metcalf, L.J. (eds.). A Garden Century. The 
Christchurch Botanic Gardens 1863–1963. Christchurch: 
Christchurch City Council.

1963
Three Kings Islands, New Zealand. A study in modification 

and regeneration [paper presented at 10th Pacific 
Science Congress, Hawaii, Aug. 1961]. Pp 485–498 
in Gressitt, J.L. (ed.). Pacific Basin Biogeography. A 
Symposium. Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press.

(Turbott, E.G.; Braithwaite, D.H.; Wilkin, F.W.). Cattle 
egret: a new bird for New Zealand. Notornis 10: 316.

1964
Cattle egret: a second Canterbury record. Notornis 10: 

383–385, 390. 
(Turbott, E.G.; Scarlett, R.J.). Australian stragglers in New 

Zealand, with first record of the fan-tailed cuckoo. 
Notornis 11: 107–109. 

(Rowe, E.K.S.; Turbott, E.G.). Spur-winged plover breeding 
in Canterbury. Notornis 11: 129.

Wren (3). Pp 901–902 in: Thomson, A.L. (ed.). A New 
Dictionary of Birds. London: Thomas Nelson.

1965
Birds and man in New Zealand – a survey of the effect 

of settlement. New Zealand Geographical Society Record 
40: 7–8. 

Birds of Auckland. Pp 59–62 in: Kermode, L.O. (ed.). 
Science in Auckland [handbook for 11th N.Z. Science 
Congress, Feb. 1965]. Auckland: Royal Society of N.Z.

Welcome swallow: first breeding records for South Island. 
Notornis 12: 241–244. 

1966
Birds. Pp 205–211 in: McLintock, A.H. (ed.). An 

Encyclopaedia of New Zealand. Wellington: Government 
Printer.

(Falla, R.A.; Sibson, R.B.; Turbott, E.G.). A Field Guide to 
the Birds of New Zealand and Outlying Islands. London: 
Collins. [Illustrated by C. Talbot-Kelly; 2nd ed. 
published 1970.]

[Review of Richardson & Bowles 1964 “A Survey of the 
Birds of Kauai, Hawaii”]. Journal of the Polynesian 
Society 75: 513. 

1967
Buller’s Birds of New Zealand. Christchurch: Whitcombe & 

Tombs.

1969
Chap. 24. Native birds. Pp 426–434 in: Knox, G.A. (ed.). 

The Natural History of Canterbury. Wellington: Reed.
Chap. 25. Introduced birds. Pp 435–451 in: Knox, G.A. 

(ed.). The Natural History of Canterbury. Wellington: 
Reed.

Roof-nesting black-backed gulls. Notornis 16: 187–189. 

1970
The wrybill: a feeding adaptation. Notornis 17: 25–27.
(Kinsky, F.C.; Bell, B.D.; Brathwaite, D.H.; Falla, R.A.; 

Sibson, R.B.; Turbott, E.G.). Annotated Checklist of the 
Birds of New Zealand Including the Birds of the Ross 
Dependency. Wellington: Reed.

1971
(Robb, J.; Turbott, E.G.). Tu’i Malila, “Cook’s Tortoise”. 

Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum 8: 229–
233.

1973
Bird life of Pupuke. Pp 122–123 in: Takapuna [Jubilee 

Publication]. Auckland: Takapuna City Council.

1974
(Dawson, E.W.; Falla, R.A.; Forster, R.R.; Scarlett, R.J.; 

Turbott, E.G.).  Obituary. Ray Jacobs, M.B.E. – an 
appreciation. Notornis 21: 187–188.

1977
Rarotongan birds, with notes on land bird status. Notornis 

24: 149–157. 

1979
Birds of Auckland. Pp 61–64 in: Brook, P.J. (ed.). Natural 

History of Auckland: an Introduction. Auckland: 
Auckland Institute & Museum. [Updated reprinting 
of 1965 chapter in “Science in Auckland”.]

(Falla, R.A.; Sibson, R.B.; Turbott, E.G.). The New Guide to 
the Birds of New Zealand and Outlying Islands. Auckland: 
Collins. [Illustrated by E. Power.]
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(Turbott, E.G.; Sibson, R.B.; Dawson, E.W.; Harper, P.C.). 
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DSc, FRSNZ (1901–1979). Notornis 27: 179–186.

New Zealand dotterel breeding on Brown’s Island. Tara 
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