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GORDON WILLIAMS: AN APPRECIATION OF HIS
CONTRIBUTION TO NEW ZEALAND ECOLOGY

The sudden death of Gordon Roy Williams on 19
June 1983 was a sad loss to New Zealand science
and, in particular, to ecology and ecologists. Born
in South Africa in 1920 and educated in
Australia, Gordon joined what is now the New
Zealand Wildlife Service in 1949. In this
organisation, and later at Lincoln College, he
made important contributions to New Zealand
ecology as a research scientist, as an administrator
and as an educator. Although his research was
wide ranging, mostly within the broad field of
ornithology, it centred on three main species -
California quail, takahe and kakapo; in later
years he also became very interested in island
biogeography to which he made his own scholarly
contributions. His research on quail stands out as
his own, but with his later work on endangered
species and with his administrative services to
ecology, it is often difficult to separate his
particular contributions from those of his
colleagues; one can but try.

Gordon's studies on California quail, an
important game species, began in 1949 and
continued for some 15 years. He did much of the
early field work himself, but later this was
delegated progressively to others and Gordon, by
then also involved in takahe research,
concentrated on the analysis and publication of
the accumulating data. He provided the rust
major account of the population dynamics, food
and habitat requirements of California quail in
New Zealand, and this work has not yet been
superseded. His finding that quality of habitat
was more important in regulating quail numbers
than predation, hunting or disease is perhaps
commonplace today but, at the time, it was a
relatively new concept, at least to many
sportsmen.

Apart from its important implications for game
management, Gordon's work contributed usefully
to some of the more academic aspects of ecology.
Although several species of introduced birds had
been present in New Zealand for about 100
years, Gordon's work on California quail (and
contemporaneous studies on pheasants and
waterfowl by his colleagues) provided the first
detailed information on how some of the
introduced birds were interacting with a new and
changing environment. These accounts, now
already some 30 years old, will become

increasingly valuable as historical documents for
future ecologists.

Gordon's work also helped contemporary
ecologists because he was often in the forefront of
those introducing to the New Zealand scene
ecological concepts and techniques from overseas.
His early work reflects an interest in population
dynamics and in cycles, acquired during a stay at
the Bureau of Animal Population, University of
Oxford. He later re-examined some of his data
with the aid of what he was pleased to call
"elegant" and "ingenious" statistical methods
(seemingly acquired while on study leave at the
University of Aberdeen) to provide more
sophisticated population estimates, life tables and
mortality rates. Gordon was among the first in
New Zealand to appreciate the value of tape
recorders for studying and teaching natural
history, and he made what are now historic
recordings of the calls of wild takahe at Lake
Orbell (1954) and of Pitcairn Island sounds, both
human and avian (1956). His paper on the
relationships of the New Zealand wrens as
indicated by DNA-DNA hybridization (1982,
with C. G. Sibley and J. E. Ahlquist) is a further
example of his interest in bringing overseas
techniques to bear on New Zealand problems.

Although Gordon's research on takahe was
wide ranging, it was more superficial than his
work on quail, and understandably so when one
considers the physical difficulties of the study
area. Several scientists were involved in the early
research on takahe and it is often difficult to
identify the precise contributions made by each.
Gordon, however, stands out in providing the
very necessary service of collating and publishing
well-documented information gleaned from widely
scattered historical and contemporary sources. His
predilection for historical research in museums
and libraries is further evident in his papers on
kakapo (1956 and 1960), laughing owl (1972,
with M. Harrison) and wattlebirds (1976). These
historical compilations provided a very useful
information base, and contributed to the success
of the substantial field studies undertaken later by
some of his younger colleagues. Other historically
valuable reports are his accounts of the spread of
introduced birds to New Zealand's outlying
islands (1953), and of the birdlife of the Pitcairn
Islands (1960), the Kermadecs (1965, with
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A.T.Edgar and F. C. Kinsky) and, on the South
Island mainland, the Gouland Downs and the
Cleddau River area near Milford (both 1960).

I have already alluded to Gordon's growing
interest in island biogeography. In particular, his
1982 paper on species-area relationships of insects
and plants on New Zealand's southern islands not
only extends far beyond his usual field of
ornithology, but is also valuable for its critical
and stimulating assessment of current ideas in this
field. Apart from the academic interest of this
topic, Gordon was concerned to see that its
implications for the design of reserves should be
critically examined and, where appropriate, put
to good use.

Finally in the field of research, Gordon's work
on the ecology and distribution of New Zealand
bats must be mentioned, not only for its own
intrinsic value, but also as an example of effective
co-operation with researchers in other government
departments.

To sum up, I consider Gordon's main research
contributions to ecology are his classical studies
on California quail, his meticulous collation of
information on takahe, kakapo, laughing owl,
wattlebirds and local avaifaunas, and the good
example he set in publishing scholarly papers on
virtually all the research he did or was associated
with.

As an administrator Gordon made important
contributions to ecology during the period 1965
to 1979, first as head .of research and later as
director of the Wildlife Service. Under his
leadership the Research Section was greatly
enlarged and earned an enviable reputation for
the quality and relevance to management of its
ecological research, often undertaken under
extremely difficult field conditions. Management
groups also prospered, and the Service became a
world leader in developing techniques, largely
ecological, for the successful management of
threatened species. It seemed to me, however,
that Gordon was rarely the real leader in these
successes. Rather his contribution, which was
vital, was to provide the resources and conditions
of work which, despite criticism, have proved
sufficient to attract and retain several ecologists
and wildlife managers of exceptional ability and
dedication, and this was no mean achievement.

Gordon served several years as chairman of the
Fauna Protection Advisory Council, a body which
provided a means for ecologists in other
government departments, universities and as
private individuals to contribute to the

management policies of the Wildlife Service.
Likewise, with Gordon's approval, members of
the Ornithological Society of New Zealand were
encouraged to help the Service with field surveys
and, jointly with Ecology Division, DSIR, to
produce New Zealand's first ornithological atlas.
As a member of the Scientific Co-ordinating
Committee for Beech Research, Gordon argued
strongly for larger reserves, and New Zealand
ecologists can be grateful to him for such success
as he had in this area, and also for his strong
advocacy for the conservation of wetlands. His
influence on conservation was, however, not
confined to New Zealand. He was a member of
two commissions of the International Union for
the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (the Species Survival Commission, and
the Commission on Ecology) and was part of the
official New Zealand delegation to the 14th
General Assembly of IUCN held at Ashkhabad,
USSR, in October 1978.

Gordon also served ecologists well in the field
of voluntary administration. He was an officer of
the Ornithological Society of New Zealand from
1957 to 1971 (successively as secretary, vice
president and president) and presided over the
successful amalgamation of the Society's national
bird banding scheme with that of the Wildlife
Service on game birds. He served as the New
Zealand Ecological Society's editor from 1966 to
1970 and president from 1972 to 1974. During
his time as president, the Ecological Society was
urging moderation in the exploitation of beech
forests and "an ecological approach to New
Zealand's future" (Fordham and Ogden, 1974%).
Some of the views expressed in this latter
document were foreshadowed in Gordon's earlier
papers on the role of the ecologist in national
development (1970) and on the need for town
planners to provide for the survival of natural
communities (1971).

Gordon's contributions to the education of
ecologists were made mainly during his two
periods at Lincoln College, first as a lecturer in
Agricultural Zoology (1960 to 1965) and later as
Professor of Entomology (1979 until his death).
One of his early achievements at Lincoln was the
introduction, in 1962, of a full-unit course in
animal ecology in the fourth year of the
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agricultural science degree, the first such course in
New Zealand. He was an able and stimulating
lecturer and several of his students went on to do
graduate work in animal ecology. On his return

to Lincoln in 1979, he found that despite new
courses in environmental science, his fourth year
course in ecology still survived as a combination
of plant and animal ecology. He resumed
responsibility for this course and also reviewed for
the College authorities all teaching at Lincoln in
the field of ecology with a view to improving co-
ordination between courses. The continued
survival of his own course, initiated some 15
years earlier, and the subsequent introduction of
yet other courses within the environmental field,
are a testimony to Gordon's far-sightedness and
pioneering influence.

The book The natural history of New Zealand
(1973), edited by Gordon, remains a valuable
reference for all ecologists - students and
veterans alike. The editor's success in persuading
so many prominent and busy ecologists to take
time off to review the state of knowledge in their
particular fields was indeed a notable
achievement. Another milestone was the
production (with D. R. Given) of the Red data
book of New Zealand (1981). This further
example of Gordon's diligence and skill in
collating widely scattered information is an
important document for anyone concerned with
the management of lands containing endangered
fauna and flora. In the field of popular education,
Gordon's booklet 30 New Zealand birds in
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association with Kenneth and Jean Bigwood
(1959) and his commentaries on the
accompanying records of bird song constitute
another notable first in New Zealand natural
history. He also added his style to the airwaves,
following Crosbie Morrison with a New Zealand
nature notebook on radio.

This catalogue of achievements constitutes only
a part of Gordon's contribution to ecology. It
largely ignores the personality of the man but
this, despite its importance, defies an objective.
assessment. He had a certain air of authority and
dignity which, though occasionally verging on the
pompous, no doubt contributed to his success in
persuading administrators to provide the resources
so desperately needed by the Wildlife Service.
Indeed, of all his many and varied achievements, I
believe his success in building up the New
Zealand Wildlife Service will prove to be his
greatest contribution to ecology in New Zealand.
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