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During a distinguished career on two conti-
nents, Miklés D. F. Udvardy contributed 191
papers, 8 books, and 3 maps to the scientific lit-
erature, mostly in the fields of ornithology, bio-
geography, and vegetation classification. He
joined the AOU in 1953, became an Elective
Member in 1960, and a Fellow in 1974. He was
also a Fellow of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science and Professor
Emeritus, California State University, Sacra-
mento. Dr. Udvardy died of surgical compli-
cations in Sacramento, California, on 27 Janu-
ary 1998. He is survived by his wife, Maud,
three children, and two grandchildren.

Miklés Dezso Ferenc Udvardy, known as
“Nick” to his many friends, was born in Debre-
cen, Hungary, on 23 March 1919, to Elizabeth
Komlossy and Miklés Udvardy, an attorney and
diplomat who served in the Hungarian State De-
partment. His interest in birds can be traced to
a book his grandfather gave him when he was
seven. His father discouraged this early avoca-
tion as being impractical, and instead urged
Nick to pursue a career in law. He wrote his
bachelor’s thesis at the University of Debrecen
on the history of Petcheneg settlement in west-
ern Hungary. Udvardy traced his own family’s
origin to these nomadic Turkic tribes who
sought asylum in Hungary from factional con-
flicts in what is now Romania during the 12th
century. He remained closely involved with
Hungary and pursued the advancement of Hun-
garian science and scientists throughout his life.
During the Cold War, he made significant per-
sonal contributions to continue the flow of sci-
entific journals to several Hungarian universi-
ties. He was especially pleased to be appointed
an honorary member of the Hungarian Acade-
my of Sciences in 1993. The Academy flew its
flag at half-staff upon notification of his death.

After studying law for two years, Udvardy
went on to pursue biology. In 1942, he earned
his doctorate from the University of Debrecen.
His dissertation dealt with avian ecology and
biogeography of the Hungarian Plains. His
first position was research biologist at the Ti-
hanyi Biological Station on Lake Balaton in
western Hungary. He spent World War Il in oc-
cupied Hungary, once escaping conscription by
German forces when his parents hid him be-
tween mattresses on which his sick cousin lay
as a decoy. In 1948, friends in the Hungarian
government warned Udvardy of the impend-
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ing Communist takeover, and he fled Hungary.
He was able to secure a postdoctoral fellowship
at Helsinki University, Finland, with Professor
P. Palmgren, a well known ornithologist and
zoologist. By 1950, he had moved to Uppsala,
Sweden, having met his future wife, Maud
Bjorklund, at a dinner party on a ferry liner
from Stockholm. He was briefly Curator of Ma-
rine Invertebrates at the Swedish Museum of
Natural History, Stockholm.

Following their marriage in 1951, Nick and
Maud emigrated to Canada. Nick arrived at the
University of British Columbia in 1952 and was
appointed Assistant Professor in the Department
of Zoology the following year, lecturing in com-
parative anatomy and ornithology. He was fas-
cinated by the ecological diversity of the province
and quickly gained a good knowledge of the
birds of western Canada. He remained at UBC
until 1966, during which time he sponsored 12
master’s and 6 doctoral students. While at UBC,
he did much to further the British Columbia Nest
Records Scheme, helping to develop a large data
base on nesting biology of birds in the province.
He developed a life-long interest in Hawaiian
birds during a visiting professorship at the Uni-
versity of Hawaii in 1958-1959, and was Lida
Scott Brown Lecturer in Ornithology at the Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles, in 1963-1964.
Nick’s contacts with ornithologists in western Eu-
rope resulted in the recruitment of many talented
graduate students and visiting scholars to UBC.
His generosity and humanitarian spirit led him
to assist 210 students plus 30 faculty and their
families from Sopron University’s School of For-
estry to enter Canada when they fled the Hun-
garian Revolution in 1956. Nick volunteered his
services as interpreter and facilitator, and helped
speed the refugees’ establishment in their new
home.

From 1967 until his retirement in 1991, he
served as Professor of Biological Sciences at
California State University, Sacramento, spon-
soring eight graduate students. During this pe-
riod, he spent a year each as Visiting Professor
at the University of Bonn, Germany, and as Ful-
bright Lecturer at the National University of
Honduras. At the 1986 meeting of the Western
Field Ornithologists, Udvardy delivered a ma-
jor address on standards for bird atlases, which
gave direction to fledgling atlas projects in Cal-
ifornia. In retirement he was a consultant to the
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and Natural Resources and, since 1995, he
served on the Ecological Society of America’s
Vegetation Classification Panel, working to-
ward a uniform classification of North Ameri-
can vegetation. His multinational career was
possible because he spoke English, German,
Swedish, Spanish, and some French, in addi-
tion to his native Hungarian. Supplementing
his verbal fluency, Nick also read Latin, Italian,
Portuguese, Dutch, Danish, and Norwegian.

Nick was a worldwide traveler, respected
scholar, exceptional conversationalist, and
fount of traditional European hospitality. Vis-
itors to his office were welcomed with great
personal warmth. On the occasion of my (BC)
first visit to Nick’s office, he promptly served
tea, caviar, and toast. In the early 1970s, he
commuted monthly from Sacramento to Berke-
ley to attend meetings of the Northern Division
of the Cooper Ornithological Society held at the
University of California, occasionally reporting
on his own travels and research. He sometimes
stood on the laboratory bench that served as a
podium to demonstrate his version of the Sand-
hill Crane mating dance.

His undergraduate ornithology and gradu-
ate biogeography courses at CSUS (the latter
sometimes team-taught with the junior author,
an aquatic biologist-ichthyologist, who benefit-
ed greatly from the collaboration) were popu-
lar with students, who responded to his ency-
clopedic store of knowledge and his enthusi-
astic, witty, and gentle personality. Nick’s or-
nithology course was almost always overfilled
and often ran to double sections. When he re-
tired, he gave generous help to his successive
replacements, Katie Sieving and Linnea Hall.

Among his best known publications in En-
glish are Dynamic Zoogeography (1969) and The
Audubon Society Field Guide to North American
Birds: Western Region (1977). Dynamic Zoogeog-
raphy is exceptional in its thorough treatment of
traditional biogeography, areography, and fau-
nal areas. Its reference section provides an ex-
tensive survey of relevant European literature
through 1967. Because it appeared just before
continental drift was accepted as a major factor
in the distribution of higher taxa of plants and
animals, Udvardy’s classic contribution to bio-
geography has largely been overshadowed by
more theoretical texts emphasizing vicariance
biogeography that appeared in the early 1970s.
Although best known for his textbook on zoo-
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geography, he had an enduring curiosity in all
aspects of avian biology. For example, observa-
tions of hummingbirds at feeders, including one
at his home in Sacramento, led him to contribute
a paper on the role hummingbirds’ feet play in
their thermoregulation (Condor 85:281-285,
1983).

Udvardy’s Audubon Society field guide pro-
voked controversy a decade later. It is among
the first of an extensive series of National Au-
dubon Society-sponsored field guides to use
color photographs to illustrate species, arrang-
ing them by color and habitat instead of tax-
onomy. Although he made it clear that his field
guide was aimed at beginning birders unfa-
miliar with finer points of avian sytstematics,
contemporary reviews in The Auk and The Wil-
son Bulletin criticized the field guide’s format.
Guy Tudor (Auk 95:201-202, 1978), however,
praised Udvardy’s text, noting that ““All this
material really deserves a more suitable vehi-
cle,” and Amadeo Rea (Wilson Bulletin 90:472-
473, 1978) noted that ““The text is well orga-
nized, concise, and informative. Udvardy is to
be congratulated.” Despite its cool reception
by the professional ornithological community,
the 1977 edition saw nine printings, and the
1994 edition (revised by John Farrand 1994) is
now in its third printing.

After his retirement, Nick devoted much of his
time to his ranch, Trolleberg (“Troll Hill” in
Swedish), located in the Sierra Nevada foothills
just east of Sacramento. Charles van Riper III re-
calls that Nick would successfully summon each
of his cattle by name upon arriving at the ranch.
Later, over a steak dinner, Nick would lead the
discussion to the behavior of the animal about to
be consumed. Nick remained active in the aca-
demic community, regularly contributing book
reviews to The Auk, and traveled frequently. Nick
fell ill on a trip to the eastern United States and
passed away in Sacramento a few months later.
All those who had the privilege of knowing Nick
Udvardy mourn the passing of one of the last true
noblemen of science.

We are grateful to Nick Udvardy’s daughter,
Monica Udvardy, and son-in-law, N. Thomas
Hakansson, for providing many details of his
life and career in their “‘Biography of Dr. M. D.
E Udvardy,” privately distributed at his me-
morial service. We thank Howard L. Cogswell,
Ian McTaggart-Cowan, Frank A. Pitelka, and
Charles van Riper III for their comments on the
manuscript. James H. Brown kindly shared his
perspective on Dynamic Zoogeography.



