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PROCEEDINGS

OBITUARY: ALLAN PHILIP RADFORD
(9 AUGUST 1920 – 26 DECEMBER 2022)

With the death of Philip Radford on Boxing Day 2022 
SANHS has lost a loyal supporter and, until old age 
finally caught up with him, one of its most active 
members. For many of those in the Society’s Natural 
History section, Philip was an inspiration. We learnt 
much from his knowledge, always freely and eagerly 
shared, but we gained hugely from his wisdom too. 
By his example he taught us how to be curious 
about the natural world. He was never content to just 
observe nature, he was always asking why things 
were the way they were. A Mistle Thrush might be 
singing from the top of a Beech tree on a windy day 
in November, and Philip would be there not only to 
witness it but also to wonder why.

I first met Philip nearly 20 years ago, when I 
was cajoled into getting involved in organising the 
activities of the Natural History section of SANHS. 
But we could have met (and maybe we did?) a long 
time before that, back in the early 1970s, when – 
as I now realise – both of us were members of the 
Wildlife Sound Recording Society. My own interest 
was short-lived, and my recordings as a teenager all 
ended up in landfill. Philip, however, had joined the 
Society in 1969, within a year of its founding, and 
remained a member until the day he died – with 
many of his recordings preserved for posterity in 
the wildlife section of the National Sound Archive 
(NSA). In 1987 the NSA produced a two-cassette 
compilation British Bird Songs and Calls which 
featured recordings by Philip of Grey Heron (Dyfed 
1971), Ringed Plover (Norfolk 1984), Herring Gull 
(Argyllshire 1974), Black-headed Gull (Cumbria 
1982), Whinchat (Somerset 1983), Redstart 
(Gloucestershire 1970), Nightingale (Gloucestershire 
1970), Reed Warbler (Avon 1976), Sedge Warbler 
(Inverness 1972), Willow Warbler (Somerset 1985), 
Chiffchaff (Somerset 1984), Wood Warbler (Somerset 
1986), Rook (Somerset 1982), and Great Spotted 
Woodpecker (Gloucestershire 1971). A two-CD 
set entitled British Bird Sounds, which followed in 
2000, included ten of his recordings from the earlier 
compilation plus Bewick’s Swan (Gloucestershire 
1970), Common Sandpiper (Wester Ross 1978) and 
Pied Flycatcher (Gloucestershire 1970).

In 1998 the British Trust for Ornithology 
produced a CD, Nightingales – A Celebration, which 
featured two recordings made by Philip near Wickwar, 
Gloucestershire, in 1972. In 2006 he put together a 
20-minute CD entitled Sounds of the Somerset 
Wetlands to accompany the SANHS/Somerset 
Books publication The Somerset Wetlands – an Ever 

Changing Environment (edited by Pat Hill-Cottingham 
and others). Also in 2006 Philip ‘self-published’ a CD 
entitled Bird Sounds from the Quantock Hills which 
received a glowing review by Maurice Bullen in the 
Spring 2007 edition of Wildlife Sound, the journal of 
the Wildlife Sound Recording Society. Philip, it has 
to be said, was a prolific contributor to that journal, 
writing more than 200 articles, notes and reviews over 
about 50 years. While others were interested in the 
machinery, the technology and techniques, involved 
in sound recording, Philip’s articles were mainly 
about natural history – he always seemed to be much 
more interested in the subjects being recorded than in 
the hardware employed to record them. He also wrote 
occasional pieces for other publications, including 
Country Life, The Countryman and The Field.

Philip cared very much about the societies of 
which he was a member, and was willingly involved 
in their administration in numerous ways. For several 
years in the 1980s he was Treasurer, and then Chair, 
of the Wildlife Sound Recording Society, while for 
at least ten years from 1993 he was their President, 
following in the footsteps of the pioneering recordist 
Ludwig Koch. For SANHS he happily filled various 
roles over more than 30 years including Honorary 
Treasurer, Vice-Chair and Chair, as well as being a 

Philip, on a sound-recording expedition with 
his Uher 4000 reel-to-reel tape recorder
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long-standing and active member of various subject 
committees, particularly the Library and Natural 
History committees. On the latter committee Philip 
took over as Chair for three years following the death 
of Pat Hill-Cottingham in 2008. He was our Society’s 
President in 2005-06. Over many years he was a 
frequent contributor of articles and book reviews to 
our Proceedings, while also penning regular ‘nature 
notes’ for the Society’s newsletter. In 2008 SANHS 
published a collection of these pieces in book form 
under the title A Naturalist’s Eye – Twenty Somerset 
Years.

Peter Ellis, in his Introduction to A Naturalist’s Eye, 
described Philip as ‘stand[ing] in a line of remarkable 
British naturalists that goes back at least to Gilbert 
White of Selborne’. Indeed, Philip would often 
quote the 18th-century parson-naturalist in his own 
writings, and clearly White was a huge inspiration to 
him. One imagines them sharing a similar outlook on 
the world and, had they met, they would doubtless 
have had much to talk about. At Philip’s funeral, 
his grandson Timothy spoke movingly about the 
importance of “paying attention to the small things in 
life”, and how the beauty of nature lies in its details. 
Philip and Gilbert White would surely have agreed 
wholeheartedly about this. Philip was a naturalist of 
the ‘old school’; in an age of increasing specialisation, 
he was unapologetically a generalist, an all-rounder 
with a passion for so many aspects of natural history. 
In John Pemberton’s Who’s Who in Ornithology 
(1997), Philip’s ornithological interests were listed 
as ‘bird behaviour, wildlife sound recording and bird 
photography’ while other interests included ‘looking 
at fungi and dragonflies’. Within SANHS, for many 
years he would organise autumn fungus forays, often 
held on his home patch in the Quantocks, while in 
the summer he would head further afield to show us 
dragonflies and damselflies at places such as Priddy 
Mineries in the Mendip Hills. For several years 
in the noughties, winter birdwatching trips to the 
Otter estuary in Devon were another highlight in the 
Society’s calendar of field meetings.

Philip dedicated A Naturalist’s Eye to his father. 
And it was as a young boy growing up in Cornwall that, 
with the encouragement of his father, he developed 
his love of nature. Although born in Burnham-on-
Sea in 1920, Philip spent his early years in Padstow, 
where he attended primary school, before moving on 
to Shebbear College, a boarding school in Devon. He 
studied medicine in Bristol, graduating in 1944. Not 
long after qualifying he was called up to the Royal 
Army Medical Corps, serving in Egypt, Palestine and 
Greece. He gained a Diploma in Child Health in 1948, 
afterwards entering general practice in the Marshfield 
and Wick area of Gloucestershire. He later progressed 

to working as a GP in Bristol, where from the mid-
1960s, assisted by his wife Rosemary, he worked 
from a small purpose-built surgery in his garden. 
His family report that he continued his interest in 
medicine beyond retirement and was still reading 
papers published in the British Medical Journal in his 
mid-nineties.

Philip retired from medical practice in 1980, 
when he and Rosemary moved to West Bagborough. 
They soon became actively involved in the life of 
the community, with Philip for many years being 
Churchwarden and a parish Tree Warden. They both 
enjoyed gardening, and their fruit and vegetables 
would often feature – and win prizes – at the village 
fete. 

In addition to his interests in natural history, 
science and current affairs, Philip also had a great love 
of literature and classical music. He enjoyed cricket 
too, keeping half an eye on the county and Test match 
scores, and ready to play in the back garden with any 
grandchild willing to join him. He would also relish 
long games of Monopoly, or card games such as ‘Old 
Maid’, which – according to his grandson Timothy – 
could quickly bring out his competitive streak!

Rosemary died, aged 91, in 2012. At her funeral 
Philip spoke warmly about having lost “his closest 
companion and critic”. Eight years later, having been 
forced to give up many of his previous field activities 

– no more fungus forays, no more crack-of-dawn 
sound-recording trips to the Somerset Levels – there 
was a proposal doing the rounds within SANHS that 
we might put a bench in the Castle Gardens, with a 
plaque, to celebrate Philip’s 100th birthday. Chris 
Jessop, as Chair of the Society, wrote to him to see 
what he thought of the idea. He replied, saying that he 
rather liked the idea of a bench, but that he honestly 

On a fungus foray at Triscombe Stone in the
Quantock Hills
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didn’t think he warranted a plaque. This reaction 
shouldn’t surprise us. He rarely blew his own trumpet, 
and there were occasions when modesty could get the 
better of him. Anyway, the bench was duly installed 
in the spring of 2021. Complete with plaque!

Philip’s funeral at the Church of St Pancras in 
West Bagborough on 26 January was well attended by 
family, friends and neighbours, including at least ten 
members of our Society. It was a bleak and chilly day, 
as it had been for the previous ten days at least. And 
yet, miraculously, just as Timothy began his eulogy 
on behalf of the family, there appeared – as if from 
nowhere – a Peacock butterfly fluttering around the 
church. It was hard not to be moved by the butterfly’s 
impeccable sense of timing.

Philip was a man of slight build, kind and 
courteous and with a twinkle in his eye; a man of 
principle and quiet religious conviction, ever ready 
to show a genuine interest in others, and with a deep 

sense of gratitude for the opportunities that life had 
given him. As Timothy told us, at his 100th birthday 
party Philip made a short speech, closing with the 
words, “it’s been a wonderful life, and it still is”. 

Our condolences and good wishes go to his two 
daughters, Ursula and Sue, and their families. He will 
be greatly missed, yes – but, as was said at Philip’s 
funeral, his was “a life well lived”. Those of us left 
behind have much to thank him for.
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Simon Leach

DUNCAN CHALMERS, A PERSONAL TRIBUTE

I first came into contact with Duncan after I joined 
what was then known as the Public Record Office 
(PRO), in the early 1970s. He had been there for a 
few years and as an Assistant Keeper was far senior 
to me. A junior like me would have had little contact 
with those above. In the case of Duncan, no contact at 
all, as he was working in the Land Registry Building 
while I was in the main Chancery Lane Building. The 
PRO rented space in the Land Registry which was 
used to store and make generally available some of 
the modern records. More importantly, in my case, 
the Census Returns for the years from 1841 up to 
1871 were made available to the general public in 
a dedicated room which I had responsibility for. 
Duncan (for the first time) was my boss. He kindly 
welcomed me and then let me get on with the job 
by myself. Duncan meanwhile was dealing with the 
more important researchers and the newly released 
Foreign and Commonwealth records. 

From the Census Room he moved back to Chancery 
Lane where he became head of the Modern Records 
Department, a section which dealt with records that 
originated from the 17th century to the end of the 
19th century. Increasingly though, even more modern 
20th-century files were being transferred to the PRO 
and it was these that Duncan was most involved with. 
As I write this, I realise that I have no remembrance of 
just what period Duncan had studied; he knew a great 
deal about every century. Continuing with a pattern, 
and a spell in Administration, I followed him into 
Modern Records.

This was the time that the Office moved from 
Central London. This meant additional changes 

for Duncan and his family. They had settled in East 
London from where there was a good public transport 
service up to the City including Chancery Lane, the 
then home of the PRO. Kew, the current home of the 
National Archives, was quite a different matter. This 
meant a train journey, probably to Liverpool Street, 
then an endless tube journey on the Central line, 
followed by the District Line to Kew. It was not long 
before he moved down to Surrey, which meant a much 
shorter journey though not necessarily a quicker one. 
Duncan hated sitting in endless traffic queues which 
he attempted to avoid by turning round and trying the 
opposite direction. It very rarely worked.

For a while after that, I had little contact with 
Duncan as I moved back to Chancery Lane and 
Duncan remained at Kew – but not for long. I 
came back and but not to Modern Records and 
joined Duncan again in the Records Administration 
Department. This section of the Office dealt with the 
selection and transfer of modern government records 
into the PRO – Duncan at the top of the section and 
me somewhere in the middle. I still worked for him.

Duncan’s next move was to become Deputy 
Keeper of Public Records, the second in command. I 
did not follow in footsteps nor aspire to such. However, 
in one way I did follow him. Duncan in time retired 
and went to live in Ramsbury in Wiltshire. Life then 
turned on its head in an odd way. Here was Duncan 
living and working in Wiltshire at the end of his career, 
but, nearly 40 years before, I had started my career, 
not actually in archives, but living and teaching in 
Marlborough just down the road. The next thing I 
heard was that Duncan had moved to Ilminster with 
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his new wife Rosemary, and what did I do a few years 
later when I retired but go back to my roots in Taunton. 

 The PRO has always been a good place for keeping 
in touch with friends so I contacted Duncan and he 
invited me to dinner with him and Rosemary. During 
2014 I was volunteering at the Heritage Centre as part 
of the World War I project and Duncan and I met. He 
asked me if I was willing to give him a hand on the 
SANHS project to list SANHS’s collection of donated 
prints and pictures and I agreed. I have been working 
on this ever since with Duncan providing advice and 
encouragement in the early days.

So I have followed in Duncan’s footsteps for most 
of my adult life. I hope though that I will not do so 
again for a good while!! I will certainly miss his 
support and advice in the future. He was a friend as 
well as a colleague.

Carol J. Dimmer

Duncan Chalmers  served on the SANHS  Library 
Committee from 2010 to 2020 and as its chairman 
from 2013 to 2017. He laboured long and hard on the 
administrative  chore of drafting and negotiating the 
library, museum and archive collection agreements 
between SANHS, SCC  and SWHT, and on the 
more congenial scholarly exercise of cataloguing 
the Braikenridge  and Roland Paul collections of 
illustrations. He joined the Somerset Record Society 
in 2002 and served on its Council from 2014 to 2018.

With thanks to David Bromwich
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