In Memoriam

Dr. David ].T. Hussell
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Born in 1934 in Winchester, England, Dr.
David J. T. Hussell passed away on 10
April 2015 in Simcoe, Ontario, at the
age of 80. He is survived by his wife (Dr.
Erica Dunn), two sons (Jeremy and
Peter) and two grandsons. David’s life
and accomplishments were celebrated
by the many people who attended a
memorial service held near Long Point,
Ontario, on 30 May 2015.

I first met David in 1975, when I
was a wide-eyed, first-year biology stu-
dent about to embark on what turned
out to be a life-changing spring and
summer volunteering for Long Point
Bird Observatory (LPBO).

Way before that, as a teen growing
up in England, David developed an
early interest in birds, making frequent
birding trips on his bicycle to visit vari-
ous bird observatories. Like his dad
before him, however, he went on to
choose a career in civil engineering, earn-
ing a professional degree at the Univer-
sity of London. Soon after, he migrated
to Canada and found a job with the

David Hussell in Iceland, 1972. Photo: Erica Dunn

Ontario Department of Highways in
1957. He continued there for several
years before rediscovering his childhood
passion for birds.
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In 1964, he enrolled as a Ph.D. stu-
dent at the University of Michigan,
which is where he also met his future wife
(and fellow ornithologist) “Ricky” Dunn.
His thesis examined the breeding biolo-
gy of Lapland Longspurs (Calcarius lap-
ponicus) and Snow Buntings (Plectro-
phenax nivalis) in the High Arctic — a
place and environment that resonated
with him for the rest of his life.

After receiving his doctorate, he went
on to complete post-doctoral research at
the University of Pennsylvania (working
on European Starlings) and the American
Museum of Natural History. The latter is
where he first got interested in studying
the reproductive ecology of Tree Swal-
lows. It turned out that this was an area
of research that fascinated David for
about 40 years — at another place that
clearly resonated with him — Long
Point, Ontario.

David was the last of what I call the
original “band of banders” — which was
a spirited team of amateur ornithologists
from the Ontario Bird Banding Associa-
tion who, in the fall of 1959, ventured 30
km out into the middle of Lake Erie, to
the tip of Long Point. Their mission was
to investigate the site’s potential as a
future banding station. A wise visionary
from the outset, David recognized that
not only was the Long Point site fantas-
tic for birds, but he soon had it in his
mind that a systematic, daily protocol of
migration monitoring could one day
become a useful tool for tracking bird
population changes over time. Shortly
thereafter, in 1960, the LPBO operation
“hatched”.
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LPBO is the oldest research station of
its type in the Western Hemisphere, and
it's impossible to overlook David’s
extraordinary contributions to that
organization. He was not only one of the
Observatory’s founders, he served as the
Chair of the Board for several years, and
as the first Executive Director from 1974-
1982, not to mention the tens of thou-
sands of hours he volunteered in the field.

David continued to be involved in
LPBO research activities during his sub-
sequent employment as a Research Sci-
entist for the Ontario Ministry of Natu-
ral Resources, and again later throughout
his retirement. For more than five
decades, he maintained a close, personal
involvement in the Observatory’s pro-
grams, especially migration monitoring
and Tree Swallow research.

Stepping out a little farther afield,
David is widely regarded as the founding
father of migration monitoring in North
America. Not only was he instrumental
in pioneering LPBO and its programs, he
also played major roles in developing new
bird observatories in Ontario at Thunder
Cape, Innis Point and Prince Edward
Point, as well as helping conceive and
champion the development of the Cana-
dian Migration Monitoring Network.
Along the way, he created the first ana-
lytical approaches to calculating popula-
tion trend estimates of migrating birds,
and developed guidance documents that
we still use today for establishing migra-
tion monitoring stations.

He was also heavily involved in the
process of transforming LPBO into Bird
Studies Canada, and building it as an
international centre of excellence. Most



His earlier training as an engineer was foundational to his later
scientific mindset to design, probe, question, and tinker
— not only with things, but also with ideas — both big and small.

recently, he played a leadership role in
developing the ‘Raptor Population Index’
for hawk monitoring stations across the
continent. Indeed, when you think about
trickle-down effects and impacts, it can be
said that David played some sort of role in
the development of many migration mon-
itoring stations in North America.

In addition to his steady love for Long
Point, David continued to enjoy spending
parts of his summers working in the High
Arctic, where he most recently was mak-
ing significant contributions to the study
of Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenan-
the) migration and breeding ecology.

Importantly, David was one of the
first people to recognize, promote and cel-
ebrate the exceptional contributions that
volunteers can make as “citizen scientists”
to the study of birds, whether it was at
migration monitoring stations or through
other types of surveys that he helped cre-
ate: Ontario’s first breeding bird atlas
project, the Canadian Lakes Loon Survey,
Project FeederWatch, the Ontario Heron-
ry Inventory, and surveys of beached birds
on the Great Lakes.

Just as importantly, he figured that
volunteers could be motivated in other
ways too, including fund-raising, and he
proved it by creating the Baillie Birdathon
in 1976. Since then, Birdathon partici-
pants have raised over $5 million for more
than 600 worthy bird conservation and
research projects across the country.

During his career, David Hussell pub-
lished about 75 scientific papers. In the
process, he served as a trainer and mentor
for dozens of young biologists. In the mid
1970s, together with his wife, Ricky, he
created the Young Ornithologists’ Work-
shop (YOW) at Long Point, which I think
is one of his most important legacies.
Most of the teens who've graduated from
the YOW program over the years have
gone on to get degrees in biology and are
themselves now making strong contribu-
tions to science and conservation.

David also enriched and influenced
the lives of lots of ‘grown-up’ profession-
al colleagues. Over the years, they award-
ed him many official accolades, including
lifetime-achievement recognitions from
the Society of Canadian Ornithologists
(Speirs Award), the Hawk Migration
Association of North America (Broun
Award), the Ontario Field Ornithologists
(Distinguished Ornithologist Award), the
Ontario Bird Banding Association
(Janette Dean Award) and the Linnaean
Society of New York (Eisenmann Medal).
He was also made a fellow of the Ameri-
can Ornithologists’ Union in 1991.

For those who knew him, David was
subdued, humble and prone to under-
statement. He was also totally committed
to rigorous and methodical thinking, had
powerful observational skills, paid enor-
mous attention to detail and had just the
right touch of soft-spoken genius to
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inspire others. His earlier training as an
engineer was foundational to his later sci-
entific mindset to design, probe, ques-
tion, and tinker — not only with things,
but also with ideas — both big and small.

Like all talented trail-blazers, you
might think that David’s path is a tough
act to follow... but once you've taken up
the road map, you'll find that the sign
posts he thoughtfully laid down serve as
clear stepping-stones to the future. He left
a lot of sign posts. I know, because I am
one of them.
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