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Obituary

Leonard Norman Robinson

1934–2021

The death of Leonard (Len) Robinson on 16 December 
2021 brought to an end a life dedicated to the study and 
conservation of Australian birds and their habitats. Len was 
the second of three sons of Norman Edward and Jessie 
Agnes Robinson and spent his childhood in Murrumbeena, 
then situated near the south-eastern edge of Melbourne’s 
suburban sprawl. He attended Murrumbeena Primary 
School (1939–1945) and Dandenong High School (1946–
1951).

Len’s passion for bird study began early—he vividly 
recalled observing two species now listed as Critically 
Endangered, the Regent Honeyeater and Swift Parrot, 
in street trees in Murrumbeena during his primary school 
years. Weekly Sunday evening radio broadcasts by Phillip 
Crosbie Morrison and reading Wildlife Magazine (edited by 
Crosbie Morrison) fostered Len’s interest in natural history. 
At age 12, he began a lifelong association with the Bird 
Observers Club (now BirdLife Australia) when he was 
taken under the wing of prominent members Harold Tarr 
and Ron Fergusson. By the age of 18, Len was editor of its 
monthly newsletter, The Bird Observer, and was President 
of the Bird Observers Club at 24 years of age (in 1958), the 
youngest ever. He brought youth, energy and enthusiasm 
to the role. He was instrumental in establishing the Bird 
Observers Club’s journal The Australian Bird Watcher 
(now Australian Field Ornithology), first published in March 
1959, during Len’s Presidency. Whilst on the committee 
of the Bird Observers Club, Len worked to organise club 
birding trips to many parts of Australia, and frequently 
published accounts of their findings (e.g. Robinson 1965). 
He also published an early account of birds in the Ord 
River District, Kimberley, Western Australia (Robinson 
1961). However, Len particularly enjoyed weekend visits 
with his good mates Edgar Whitbourn and Fred Smith to 
sites south and west of Melbourne, including to Fishermans 
Bend, Altona–Point Cook, the Western Treatment Plant 
and the You Yangs.

Through the late 1950s and 1960s, Len used his leverage 
as a committee member of the Bird Observers Club to 
achieve some critical conservation wins. He was most proud 
of his role in convincing the Commonwealth Government 
to ban the export of native fauna, including many tens of 
thousands of native finches trapped in northern Australia 
every year. In the late 1950s, trap shooting of live birds—
mainly Galahs—took place at gun clubs across Victoria. 
Len was instrumental in forcing the Victorian Government to 
allow a conscience vote on a bill that succeeded in banning 
the practice. But Len’s major contribution to conservation 
was his support for our national parks. A member of the 
Victorian National Parks Association from 1958, Len 
played key roles in the fight to save the Little Desert and in 
the establishment of Croajingolong National Park (where 
he was a member of the Committee of Management for 
many years). Len was also instrumental in protecting and 
expanding remnant habitat at the You Yangs, a granite 

outcrop north of Geelong. He cultivated relationships with 
people of influence in the Forests Commission of Victoria 
and convinced that organisation to cease gravel extraction 
and to undertake revegetation and weed control, work that 
continues to this day at this popular regional park.

Through the 1980s, he turned his attention to the 
remnant population of Turquoise Parrots in the Warby 
Range and Chiltern areas in north-eastern Victoria. After 
making careful observations while preparing to photograph 
Turquoise Parrots at the nest (Figure 1), Len achieved a 
deep understanding of this species’ breeding behaviour. 
With friends Trevor Owen and Gary Wright, he scoured 
wood merchants’ yards looking for hollow logs that could 
be repurposed as breeding hollows by wiring them upright 
to existing tree stumps in paddocks (Figure 2). The trio later 
experimented with designs of nest boxes for Turquoise 
Parrots and laid the foundation for a community project 
aimed at reinforcing the Turquoise Parrot population in 
north-eastern Victoria (Tzaros & Mentiplay-Smith 2016). 
This team also presciently provided artificial hollows 
for Blue-winged Parrots, recently listed as a threatened 
species (Holdsworth et al. 2021).

Figure  1. Len Robinson photographing Turquoise Parrots 
at a nest hollow, Warby Range, Victoria. Photo: Unknown, 
but likely to be Robinson himself using a second camera 
with a remote shutter release (the original, and the best, 
selfie?)
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Highlights of Len’s birding career include the rediscovery 
of the ‘lost’ Eyrean Grasswren, not seen since the type 
specimen was collected on the Macumba River, north of 
Lake Eyre in 1874 (Morgan et al. 1961). This trip involved 
a daring 100-mile cross-country traverse by Land Rover 
to reach the target site. The Eyrean Grasswren is now 
known to be relatively common within its specialised dune 
habitat across the Lake Eyre Basin. Seven years later, in 
September 1968, Len was again in the outback seeking 
grasswrens, this time the newly described Grey Grasswren 
(Favaloro & McEvey 1968), obtaining the first photographs 
of living birds north-east of Tibooburra in the flooded Bulloo 
overflow (Robinson 1973). Eight days of arduous field work 
resulted in about a dozen images (Figure 3).

Len’s photography was widely admired, and he 
graduated to high-end cameras such as Hasselblad and 
Linhof, taking large-format transparencies. Long telephoto 
lenses were not available for these cameras, meaning that 
Len had to use his considerable birding nous to get close 
to his subjects, frequently by first finding a nest. Although 
frowned upon these days, nest photography was often 
the only option for obtaining high-quality photographs 
before the relatively recent development of extreme 
telephoto lenses with image stabilisation. Len’s care for his 
subjects ensured no deleterious impacts on nest success. 
In an informed and inspired review of Australian bird 
photographers, Peter Slater (1980, p. 139) nicely captured 
Len’s approach and artistic style:

His method of working is one of patience, winning 
the confidence of the birds. He is very gentle and slow-
moving while photographing, and the results here show 
what his methods achieve..… Len Robinson shows the 
way it should be done, with care and love.

Len was particularly fond of parrots and photographed 
most Australian species, culminating in his significant 
contribution of colour photographs to Joe Forshaw’s 
original treatise on Australian Parrots (Forshaw 1969). 
The following year, Len published his own book Australian 
Parrots in Colour (Robinson 1970). Another iconic 
photograph of Len’s is the pair of Olive-backed Sunbirds 

adorning the dust jacket of The Readers Digest Complete 
Book of Australian Birds (Frith 1976), although one has 
no way of knowing this because the photographer is, 
unforgivably, not acknowledged.

Len was most engaged by the ‘grass parrots’ of the 
genus Neophema and took handsome portraits of all 
species. This included the first photographs of the Critically 
Endangered Orange-bellied Parrot in the wild, and the first 
taken in its mainland wintering habitat, at Melbourne’s 
Western Treatment Plant in May 1962 (Figure 4). These 
photographs are hugely instructive because they clearly 
demonstrate the preferred wintering habitat of saline 
herbfield with much bare ground that allows access to 
these short-legged birds, and enhances the visibility of 
fallen seed, in this case from the critical winter food plant 
Beaded Glasswort Sarcocornia quinqueflora.

Len’s 70-year passion for the Orange-bellied Parrot 
(having first seen the species at Fishermans Bend, 
Melbourne, on ANZAC Day 1947) led to his being invited 
to join the Orange-bellied Parrot National Recovery Team 
in 1997. He also became the only private aviculturalist to 
join the captive-breeding program when, in August 1998, 
he was granted three pairs previously held at Healesville 

Figure 2. Hollow log salvaged from a firewood supplier and 
positioned on a tree stump in the Warby Range, Victoria, 
to provide a nest site for Turquoise Parrots. Photo: Len 
Robinson

Figure 3. The first photographs of the Grey Grasswren 
were taken by Len Robinson in far north-western New 
South Wales in September 1968. Photo: Len Robinson

Figure 4. The first photographs of wild Orange-bellied 
Parrots were captured by Len Robinson at the Western 
Treatment Plant, south-east of Werribee, Victoria, in May 
1962. Here three juveniles feed on the seeds of Beaded 
Glasswort. Photo: Len Robinson
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Sanctuary, later increased to four pairs. Between 1998 
and 2006, Len’s backyard aviaries produced 47 fledgling 
Orange-bellied Parrots. Eleven of these were released into 
the wild at Birchs Inlet, south-western Tasmania (Orange-
bellied Parrot Recovery Team database) and four others 
were part of a trial winter release at the Western Treatment 
Plant in August 2004. Two of these winter-release birds 
were subsequently sighted at Birchs Inlet, the only birds 
released on the mainland known to have successfully 
migrated to Tasmania (Loyn et al. 2005). Another of 
Len’s birds released at Birchs Inlet in spring 1999 was 
sighted again at the release site the following year, a 
source of enormous pride for Len (for further details of 
Len’s multifaceted contribution to captive management of 
Orange-bellied Parrots see Morley & Menkhorst 2013). He 
also investigated some of the avicultural identities involved 
in early attempts to breed the species.

For 30 years, Len was a regular volunteer for the 
Orange-bellied Parrot winter surveys particularly in the 
Lake Connewarre area where he organised the planting of 
roost copses on private land adjacent to feeding habitat. In 
February 1998, he was able to visit the breeding grounds 
at Melaleuca in Tasmania’s south-western wilderness 
region where he was thrilled to witness nesting in the wild.

I first met Len while camping at Wyperfeld National 
Park as a 16-year-old in 1969. My father and I were 
keen to photograph birds coming to water in the hot, dry 
conditions. While chatting with a neighbouring camper 
around the campfire that evening, it transpired that we 
were in the presence of a professional. Len already had a 
hide erected at a water trough at Black Flat with a suitable 
branch installed to provide a convenient perch. Imagine 
my excitement when Len offered us the use of his hide the 
following morning! Being within a few metres of wild Major 
Mitchell’s Cockatoos, Regent Parrots, Australian (Mallee) 
Ringnecks and Spiny-cheeked Honeyeaters in the dawn 
light was a formative experience for my teenage self. 
Some of Len’s results from working that hide can be seen 
on pages 8, 9, 10 and 13 of Robinson (1970). This act of 
kindness to complete strangers was typical of Len for, like 
Tarr and Fergusson before him, he was always ready to 
share his knowledge and to encourage young people to 
develop their interest in nature and its conservation. In his 
passing we have lost not only a committed conservationist 
but also a generous and constructive mentor.
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