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Introduction

Sir David Attenborough is many things – all of them wonderful. He is a broadcasting titan, whose passionate, semi-whispered narration of the natural world has been adored for generations. He is also an environmental warrior who has delicately shown us how we have harmed our planet and what we can do to make it right. Along the way, he has rightly become nothing short of a national treasure – a charming, adorable and admirable grandfather figure for generations.

He joined the BBC having only ever watched one television programme, but his matchless broadcasting career has now spanned eight decades, setting an extraordinary standard for all to follow. Initially told his teeth were too big to appear on screen, he has rarely been off it, passionately documenting the natural world and gently encouraging us to regard it with more respect. Along the way he has himself become, in the words of Louis Theroux, ‘a species that is increasingly endangered and all the more precious for that’.

He has written books, been invited to address prestigious conferences and raised awareness of environmental causes. The recipient of several BAFTA (British Academy of Film and Television Arts) awards, two knighthoods and a universe of species named after him, he has also won the hearts of a nation and beyond, becoming a precious part of the fabric of our lives.

Of course, other people have enjoyed long and successful careers in television, and he is not the only person to advocate for the natural world. What sets Attenborough apart is his endless supply of charm and wit. His dry sense of humour, elegant turn of phrase and self-deprecation warm our hearts. And who could fail to be won over by his boyish enthusiasm, which has never left him, even as he reached his nineties?

As we’ll see, colleagues have many fond memories of him. They remember him lying in a damp field in France, digging up worms from the ground at 10pm. When a large bird once knocked him off his feet, he lightly reprimanded it, saying: ‘Now, now.’ Confronted by a group of cannibals in the jungles of Papua New Guinea, he strolled closer to them and politely said: ‘Good afternoon!’ He charmed them, too.

Continuing to broadcast deep into his nineties, he has never complained about the strain of work. Instead, he said: ‘I can’t believe I’ve been as as lucky as I have.’ Despite his colossal ability, prestige and influence, he plays it all down, saying: ‘I just point at things.’

If he won’t celebrate himself we will have to do it for him. So this book is a timely celebration and ‘tour’ of a national treasure. We will tell his remarkable story in the best way possible – through the wit and wisdom of his words. With stories and facts helping to shed light on the life of this extraordinary man, it will also include richly deserved tributes and anecdotes from his colleagues, family and fans.

I’m a lifelong lover of animals and now a writer and campaigner on animal rights and the environment, so Sir David’s passion for nature has always chimed with me. I’ve dived deeply into the archives of this remarkable man and emerged clutching the very best facts and stories. Sir David has had no say in what I’ve selected as he is in no way affiliated to or involved in the book.

Blending his quips galore with his powerful messages on the environment and future of the planet, I will showcase everything that is great about Sir David Attenborough. His producer said: ‘There will never be another David Attenborough.’ He’s probably right. So let’s celebrate the one we have.




Timeline of David Attenborough’s Life

1926

David Attenborough was born on 8 May 1926, in Isleworth, Middlesex. He was the middle of three sons: his elder brother, Richard, became an actor and director, and his younger brother, John, became an executive in the car industry.

He was raised on the campus of University College, Leicester (now the University of Leicester), where his father was principal. He developed a keen interest in the natural world during his childhood, collecting stones, fossils and newts.

1936

Along with his brother Richard, he attended a lecture by conservationist Grey Owl (Archibald Belaney) at De Montfort Hall, Leicester, and was ‘bowled over’ by his message, which has influenced him throughout his life.

1945

After having attended Wyggeston Grammar School for Boys in Leicester, Attenborough won a scholarship to Clare College, Cambridge, where he studied zoology and geology, graduating in Natural Sciences.

1947

He was called up for national service in the Royal Navy and was stationed for two years in North Wales and Scotland.

1949

He took a job editing children’s science textbooks for a publishing house.

1950

He married Jane Elizabeth Ebsworth Oriel. The couple went on to have two children. He also applied for a job at BBC radio. Although his application was rejected, he was offered three months’ training at the corporation.

1952

Attenborough joined the BBC in a full-time television position.

1954

He received his big break when he was switched from his director role to fronting the live studio links when the presenter of the nature documentary Zoo Quest fell ill. Over the course of seven series, the show visited far-flung locations, including Sierra Leone, Indonesia and Guyana.

1960

He returned to studying with a part-time post-graduate degree in social anthropology at the London School of Economics.

1963

He presented Attenborough and Animals, his first children’s series.

1965

He enjoyed a major promotion when he became controller of BBC2.

1969

Attenborough was promoted again – this time to director of programmes for the BBC.

1972

He won the Royal Geographical Society’s Cherry Kearton Medal and Award, the first of many honours he would receive in his life.

1973

He resigned from his post as director of programmes to write the TV series Life on Earth and continue as a freelance programme-maker. He travelled to Southeast Asia to film Eastwards with Attenborough.

1979

Life on Earth was launched.

1983

He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society.

1984

The television series The Living Planet was launched. He was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science from the University of Cambridge.

1985

He was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II for services to television, becoming Sir David Attenborough.

1988

He was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science degree from Oxford University.

1990

His new TV series, The Trials of Life, was launched, to look at animal behaviour through different stages of life.

1997

His wife Jane died after suffering a brain haemorrhage.

2005

Attenborough was awarded the Order of Merit by Queen Elizabeth.

2013

He had a pacemaker fitted but it did nothing to slow down his busy approach to life.

2014

At the Natural History Museum in London, Attenborough used CGI to bring his favourite extinct animals back to life, in David Attenborough’s Natural History Museum Alive, a documentary film which aired on New Year’s Day on Sky One.

2015

Sir David was interviewed by the US president, Barack Obama, at the White House. During the conversation they discussed climate change and its impact on future generations. In the same year, he underwent surgery for a double knee replacement.

2022

The United Nations Environment Programme recognized Attenborough as a Champion of the Earth ‘for his dedication to research, documentation and advocacy for the protection of nature and its restoration’.

In the same year, he was knighted a second time, with the Prince of Wales bestowing upon him the Knight Grand Cross. And he grabbed a Lifetime Achievement Award at the 43rd News and Documentary Emmy Awards.

2023

Showing no sign of hanging up his walking boots, he presented the series Wild Isles.
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