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Egypt, which perhaps triggered his later love 
of travel. After National Service, he worked at 
Huddersfield Council as a municipal accountant. 
He was ambitious at work and took evening 
classes, subsequently passing his accountancy 
exams. The family moved to Stockton-on-Tees 
where there was more opportunity for him in the 
local Council, and where he became Assistant 
Treasurer. John married his wife Betty in 1956, 
but tragically Betty and John’s mother Ada died 
within two weeks of each other in 1982. John 
had two children, Mike and Julie, but they were 
now pursuing their own careers away from home 
and John was left on his own. The following 

John Blackburn, a former Treasurer and 
Regional Recorder for the BBS, died 
peacefully on Thursday 15 August 2019, at 

North Tees Hospital. John was born in Dewsbury 
in West Yorkshire on 14 January 1930, but his 
father Walter, an industrial chemist, moved the 
family to Huddersfield a few years later and this is 
where John grew up. As a young man he took up 
cycling with his brother Brian and he also joined 
Huddersfield bird club. These activities were at 
the root of his lifelong love of the countryside 
and its wildlife. 
 During his National Service in 1948 he 
applied to go overseas, and spent some time in 

John Blackburn (1930–2019)

Pickering on 13-20 August 1997. With his 
enthusiasm for travel it is not surprising that he 
joined the meetings in the Tatra Mountains in 
Slovakia in 1995, and on the Sorrento Peninsula 
in Italy in 2006. “Mossing”, as he called it, was 
also an essential element of his trips to Australia, 
when visiting his daughter and family in Perth. 
Some of these trips were extended to include 
other parts of Australia and New Zealand, and 
he deposited specimens in the West Australian 
and New Zealand herbaria.
 In his retirement John was dogged by periodic 
reoccurrences of profound depression, which 
necessitated long stays in hospital and took 
time to recover from.  On completion of his 
survey of North-east Yorkshire his interest in 
bryophytes waned somewhat, and during the last 
fifteen or so years of his life he returned to his 
original interest in bird-watching, Remarkably, 
in his ninetieth year, John again travelled 
independently to Australia. This was typical of 
his fierce independence and drive. Although 
some younger members of the Society will not 
have known John, he is remembered by many of 
the older hands in the BBS. He was enthusiastic, 
sociable and very much liked during his years 
with the Society.

I’m very grateful to Mike Blackburn for 
biographical data. The photo of John was taken 
in Perth, Western Australia, by Julie Blackburn 
in the 1990s.’ Mike has very kindly donated 
John’s microscopes to the BBS, and they will be 
used during education and training workshops.
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spring, he joined a local naturalists’ group and 
resumed his earlier interest in wildlife. He took 
the opportunity to retire early in 1986. 
 My own first acquaintance with John was in 
March 1990 at an excursion of the Yorkshire 
Naturalists’ Union at Agden near Sheffield, at 
a time when he had recently become interested 
in bryophytes. During that excursion I clearly 
remember his tales about his trips to Western 
Australia, where his daughter Julie had set up 
home. He was a quick learner, with a good 
memory and always keen to learn more. He 
joined the BBS as his interest in mosses grew, 
and he became regional recorder for North-
east Yorkshire (vc 62). With typical diligence 
and enthusiasm he undertook a tetrad (2 x 2 
km) survey of the vice-county. He got on well 
with landowners and their agents and was able 
to record sites that otherwise would have been 
difficult of access. He left a valuable legacy in 
the records that he made, over 46,000 in total. 
He submitted them to the BBS database and 
they were included in the new Atlas of British 
and Irish Bryophytes (Blockeel et al., 2014). 
The solid blocks of black dots that appear in 
the Atlas for many species in his vice-county 
bear witness to the thoroughness of his survey. 
In 2000 he became Treasurer of the Society, a 
post for which his former career had made him 
particularly well suited. During his term of office 
he was instrumental in developing an investment 
strategy for the Society, which involved 
transferring the bulk of its investments to the 
Charities Official Investment Fund (COIF). It 
was therefore most unfortunate that ill-health 
caused John to relinquish his post in 2002. 
 He was a keen participant in many BBS 
excursions, including the Connemara week of 
the Irish meeting in 1994, and he organised 
the summer meeting on home ground near 

Obituary John Blackburn (1930–2019)



34 FieldBryology No123 | May 20 FieldBryology No123 | May 20 35

Egypt, which perhaps triggered his later love 
of travel. After National Service, he worked at 
Huddersfield Council as a municipal accountant. 
He was ambitious at work and took evening 
classes, subsequently passing his accountancy 
exams. The family moved to Stockton-on-Tees 
where there was more opportunity for him in the 
local Council, and where he became Assistant 
Treasurer. John married his wife Betty in 1956, 
but tragically Betty and John’s mother Ada died 
within two weeks of each other in 1982. John 
had two children, Mike and Julie, but they were 
now pursuing their own careers away from home 
and John was left on his own. The following 

John Blackburn, a former Treasurer and 
Regional Recorder for the BBS, died 
peacefully on Thursday 15 August 2019, at 

North Tees Hospital. John was born in Dewsbury 
in West Yorkshire on 14 January 1930, but his 
father Walter, an industrial chemist, moved the 
family to Huddersfield a few years later and this is 
where John grew up. As a young man he took up 
cycling with his brother Brian and he also joined 
Huddersfield bird club. These activities were at 
the root of his lifelong love of the countryside 
and its wildlife. 
 During his National Service in 1948 he 
applied to go overseas, and spent some time in 

John Blackburn (1930–2019)

Pickering on 13-20 August 1997. With his 
enthusiasm for travel it is not surprising that he 
joined the meetings in the Tatra Mountains in 
Slovakia in 1995, and on the Sorrento Peninsula 
in Italy in 2006. “Mossing”, as he called it, was 
also an essential element of his trips to Australia, 
when visiting his daughter and family in Perth. 
Some of these trips were extended to include 
other parts of Australia and New Zealand, and 
he deposited specimens in the West Australian 
and New Zealand herbaria.
 In his retirement John was dogged by periodic 
reoccurrences of profound depression, which 
necessitated long stays in hospital and took 
time to recover from.  On completion of his 
survey of North-east Yorkshire his interest in 
bryophytes waned somewhat, and during the last 
fifteen or so years of his life he returned to his 
original interest in bird-watching, Remarkably, 
in his ninetieth year, John again travelled 
independently to Australia. This was typical of 
his fierce independence and drive. Although 
some younger members of the Society will not 
have known John, he is remembered by many of 
the older hands in the BBS. He was enthusiastic, 
sociable and very much liked during his years 
with the Society.

I’m very grateful to Mike Blackburn for 
biographical data. The photo of John was taken 
in Perth, Western Australia, by Julie Blackburn 
in the 1990s.’ Mike has very kindly donated 
John’s microscopes to the BBS, and they will be 
used during education and training workshops.

Reference

Blockeel, T.L., Bosanquet, S.D.S., Hill, M.O. & Preston, 
C.D., eds. (2014). Atlas of British and Irish bryophytes. Pisces 
Publications, Newbury.

Tom L. Blockeel

spring, he joined a local naturalists’ group and 
resumed his earlier interest in wildlife. He took 
the opportunity to retire early in 1986. 
 My own first acquaintance with John was in 
March 1990 at an excursion of the Yorkshire 
Naturalists’ Union at Agden near Sheffield, at 
a time when he had recently become interested 
in bryophytes. During that excursion I clearly 
remember his tales about his trips to Western 
Australia, where his daughter Julie had set up 
home. He was a quick learner, with a good 
memory and always keen to learn more. He 
joined the BBS as his interest in mosses grew, 
and he became regional recorder for North-
east Yorkshire (vc 62). With typical diligence 
and enthusiasm he undertook a tetrad (2 x 2 
km) survey of the vice-county. He got on well 
with landowners and their agents and was able 
to record sites that otherwise would have been 
difficult of access. He left a valuable legacy in 
the records that he made, over 46,000 in total. 
He submitted them to the BBS database and 
they were included in the new Atlas of British 
and Irish Bryophytes (Blockeel et al., 2014). 
The solid blocks of black dots that appear in 
the Atlas for many species in his vice-county 
bear witness to the thoroughness of his survey. 
In 2000 he became Treasurer of the Society, a 
post for which his former career had made him 
particularly well suited. During his term of office 
he was instrumental in developing an investment 
strategy for the Society, which involved 
transferring the bulk of its investments to the 
Charities Official Investment Fund (COIF). It 
was therefore most unfortunate that ill-health 
caused John to relinquish his post in 2002. 
 He was a keen participant in many BBS 
excursions, including the Connemara week of 
the Irish meeting in 1994, and he organised 
the summer meeting on home ground near 

Obituary John Blackburn (1930–2019)


