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‘Bobby wis born on da 4th o’ January 1929 an he wis a fast developer. At da Aywick bairns’ Christmas pairty in December o’ da sam year, he walked up ta Santa ta get his present and say: “Thank you.”


Wir grandfaider, Robbie Johnnie Tulloch, lived wi’ wis at Aywick. He loved ta wander trow da hills on a Sunday. It wis him at tellt Bobby aa da names o’ da birds. Grandad lived ta be 87.’


Mary Ellen Odie
(Bobby Tulloch’s sister)
Burravoe, Yell, Shetland
21 November 2009
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PREFACE


Bill Oddie
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Sometimes memory exaggerates the feelings and faces of the past. There was a time when, if you had asked me what Bobby Tulloch looked like, my description would have involved a generous tummy, rosy cheeks and an enormous white beard. A ringer for Father Christmas in fact. Bobby didn’t live in Norway, but he wasn’t far away, just across the North Sea in Shetland. I didn’t live in Shetland but I did travel up there from London both in spring and in autumn in pursuit of the rare birds that the islands were famous for. Almost inevitably I started on Fair Isle, and I know now that Bobby spent quite a long time there himself, but I don’t recall seeing him, or Father Christmas. I did hear him spoken of quite often and I formed the impression that he was a sort of father of Shetland ornithology, or was it the grandfather? Is that why I imagined the big white beard?


By the 1970s, I had switched my allegiance to the islands of Out Skerries, confirming the pretty obvious theory that if Fair Isle got rarities so must the rest of Shetland. By this time, Bobby Tulloch was an almost mythical figure. It was he who proved the first breeding of snowy owls in Britain since who knew when. In 1967 they settled on Fetlar, and so did Bobby, along with an itinerant team of RSPB volunteers. I fancied that there was something almost mystical about the man with the big white beard, protecting the big white owls, on the remote rocky island. They wouldn’t have been out of place in Game of Thrones.


For some years I continued to visit Skerries. Towards the end of the 70s, news filtered out that the snowies were no longer on Fetlar, but I didn’t know whether Bobby had moved on or not. Until one calm spring evening, when I and my wife Laura were relaxing on the cushiony turf outside our chalet. ‘There’s a boat coming in,’ she pointed out. So there was. It was still some way offshore, but close enough to see that it was being steered by Father Christmas. I was as hundred per cent certain of my identification as of the male rustic bunting I had found the previous day. ‘That,’ I announced to Laura, ‘is Bobby Tulloch.’ As he pulled the boat onto the pebbles, I got in first. ‘Bobby!’


‘Bill!’ he reciprocated. I think we spoke almost simultaneously: ‘Have we actually ever met?’


‘We have now!’


I would love to say that we became great friends, but our brief reunions were restricted to the occasional RSPB events down south. I never got to hear him singing and fiddling, which is again a shame since I am a great fan of Shetland music. I didn’t know him well, but I feel that I did. I think it is because his persona was so complete. He lived on an island, travelled in his own little boat, looked after the wildlife, and played in a band. A blend of solitude and sociability. Only one thing not quite right: his beard wasn’t enormous, and it wasn’t white. Well, not when I last saw it.


Bill Oddie O.B.E.




FOREWORD


Jonathan Wills


No excuse is necessary for a book on Bobby Tulloch but an explanation is certainly required for why it has taken us so long:


I’ve been busy. So has my fellow compiler, Mike McDonnell, particularly since he retired from medicine and took up art for a living. So have the contributors. And we wanted to make a proper job of it. Better late than never.


Deciding how to organise the book and what form it would take took almost as long as the actual writing, nagging and cajoling that is an editor’s lot, even with writers as able and willing as ours. In the end, we abandoned the attempt to integrate all the memoirs into a conventional, seamless ‘timeline’ narrative and decided just to let the authors speak for themselves, in roughly chronological order. They overlap a bit, of course, so that sometimes we have several accounts of the same event, but this is not a bad thing.


We have not written the definitive biography of Bobby Tulloch. Friends cannot really write analytical biographies. They lack the necessary detachment. So this is just a collection of reminiscences (with some pictures worth thousands of words) which we hope will convey to those readers who didn’t have the pleasure and privilege of knowing Bobby Tulloch, what sort of a man he was, why he influenced the lives of all who knew him, and why his legacy matters.


The royalties from this book will go to the Shetland Bird Club, that most admirable voluntary organisation, of which Bobby was a founder member and an office-bearer for so many years.


Sundside, Bressay, Shetland
27 September 2016
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Bobby could turn his hand to anything, as this fine scraperboard of the Fetlar snowy owl shows. (Bobby Tulloch.)







NOTES ON THE EDITORS AND CONTRIBUTORS


Jonathan Wills is a Shetland councillor who describes himself as ‘a recovering journalist’. He got to know Bobby while working as a student reporter on The Shetland Times and later worked closely with him in the early years of BBC Radio Shetland. Later still, Bobby was the inspiration for Jonathan’s wildlife tourism business, Seabirds-and-Seals.


Mary Ellen Odie is one of Bobby Tulloch’s three younger sisters. She wrote songs for him and with him and they often performed together at entertainments in the North Isles of Shetland. A stalwart of the Old Haa heritage centre, Mary Ellen has taken particular care in preserving her brother’s musical and photographic archives.


Johnny Clark is an accomplished accordionist and was a good friend of Bobby’s. They enjoyed many a musical session together, especially after Bobby moved to Lussetter House and they became near neighbours.


Charlie Inkster, who sat in on Mike McDonnell’s interview with Johnny Clark, makes his own contribution towards the end of the session transcribed here. Charlie worked with Bobby at the Mid Yell Bakery in the early 1960s and is a grandson of Charlie Inkster, Bobby’s predecessor as RSPB representative for Shetland.


Mary Blance, who interviewed Bobby for ‘In Aboot da Night’ in 1986, is a broadcaster who has been making programmes for BBC Radio Shetland for over 35 years. Starting in 1978 as ‘da secretary wi’ nae typewriter’, she pioneered local broadcasting in the Shetland dialect, was senior producer of the station for many years, and is now a freelance presenter and producer with a special interest in local literature.


Roy Dennis is a naturalist and a former warden of the Fair Isle Bird Observatory, in which capacity he trained Bobby in bird-ringing techniques. They made many ringing excursions together in various parts of Shetland and became firm friends. When the snowy owl was discovered nesting in Fetlar, the late George Waterston sent Roy to help Bobby with protecting the nest site – and with handling the massive media interest.


Liz Bomford is a wildlife film maker. From 1969 to 1972 Liz and her former husband, the late Tony Bomford, worked with Bobby on three films about Shetland wildlife, including ‘Isles of the Simmer Dim’ for the RSPB and the BBC Natural History Unit.


Mike McDonnell was the Mid Yell and Fetlar doctor for 25 years, during which time Bobby was one of the boatmen who ferried him between the two islands. Betty Tulloch was the district nurse and the couple were friends and neighbours of Mike and his family. Mike inspired and helped to found the Old Haa heritage centre in Burravoe, which now houses Bobby’s photographic archives.


Annie Say is a retired environmental consultant who first came to Shetland as a Durham University undergraduate and later as one of Professor David Bellamy’s postgraduate students. Bobby befriended her and her colleague, helping with their studies and sharing their enthusiasms. Annie’s notes of a voyage to Foula in Bobby’s old Consort are vintage ‘Tucker’.


Wendy Dickson is a retired wildlife guide, naturalist and writer who first met Bobby in Fair Isle. Wendy worked in the BBC Natural History Unit in Bristol before migrating towards Shetland via Northumberland. She was once the Hon. Sec. of the Shetland Bird Club. Her description of their Norwegian travels is a classic.


Frank Hamilton succeeded George Waterston as Scottish director of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, inheriting the sometimes challenging task of ‘line-managing’ Bobby Tulloch. His story of the Leith piano illustrates Bobby’s talent for improvisation.


Pete Kinnear is a professional conservationist and author of numerous ornithological papers. His career has taken him to Antarctica, Fife and Shetland – where for many years he worked with Bobby in wildlife surveys and monitoring. He was a fellow founder of the Shetland Bird Club and played a major role in the annual Shetland Bird Report.


Martin Heubeck is an Aberdeen University zoologist who has run the annual seabird monitoring programme in Shetland for almost 40 years. Bobby was his boatman and local adviser for many seasons and they were close friends and collaborators in the Shetland Bird Club.


J. Laughton Johnston is a Shetland author, well known for his books A Naturalist’s Shetland, Victorians at 60 Degrees North and A Kist Full of Emigrants. A former merchant seaman and schoolteacher, he was the first Nature Conservancy Council officer for Shetland and worked with Bobby Tulloch in the early 1970s.


Charlie Hamilton-James is a well-known wildlife photographer who experienced Bobby’s extraordinary kindness and generosity at first hand, when he visited Yell as a teenage amateur.


Mike Richardson came to Shetland in the early 1970s, to run the local office of the Nature Conservancy Council. He later transferred to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, ending his civil service career as head of the Polar Regions section. He was involved in setting up wildlife baseline studies and monitoring for the Shetland oil terminal, and often worked with Bobby, having a few adventures along the way.


Chris Gomersall has been a regular visitor to Shetland, formerly as an RSPB staff photographer and latterly as a freelance, and worked with Bobby on wildlife photography – notably the famous visit to Yell by a walrus on the day of a royal wedding.


Libby Weir-Breen runs a specialist wildlife tour company, Island Holidays, which she founded with Bobby in 1988. In her fond memoir of their business partnership and long friendship she recalls highlights of Bobby’s travels to islands all over the world.


Lynda Anderson is a Shetland fiddler who grew up next door to Bobby and Betty Tulloch in Mid Yell. Bobby was her inspiration to learn the fiddle, passing on his own compositions and always willing to listen to a new tune learned.


Freeland Barbour is a renowned Scottish accordion player and leader of the Wallachmor Ceilidh Band. He worked with Bobby as an entertainer on many National Trust for Scotland cruises and became a lifelong friend.


Dennis Coutts is a retired professional photographer and the doyen of Shetland ornithologists. He was one of Bobby’s closest friends and shared his enthusiasms for wildlife photography and the Shetland Bird Club. He famously partnered Bobby in the (unsuccessful) attempt to use a pantomime horse as a hide when photographing the snowy owls in Fetlar. His ‘A to Z of Bobby Tulloch’, composed for the 21st anniversary of Island Holidays in 2009, is printed here as the last word on the subject.


The editors are grateful to Liz Gillard for her kind permission to reproduce the copyright photographs by Bobby Tulloch.




AN INTRODUCTION TO ‘TUCKER’


Jonathan Wills


After his sensational discovery of a pair of snowy owls nesting on the island of Fetlar in 1967, the Shetland representative of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) became a national celebrity almost overnight. His name was Bobby Tulloch, known to his pals as ‘Tucker’. The son of a crofter in the island of Yell, he’d started his working life as a baker and became, through his own extraordinary talents and a certain amount of good luck, a renowned field ornithologist, tour guide, author and wildlife photographer. He was also an accomplished musician and songwriter, a skilled fisherman and a daring (some would say reckless) navigator of small boats among big rocks. But perhaps his greatest gift was for friendship. When he died in 1996 at the age of 67, felled by a series of debilitating strokes, he was mourned by hundreds of friends throughout his native islands and far beyond.
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Bobby Tulloch with his trademark binoculars and Shetland jumper. (Photograph by the late Gunnie Moberg.)





I like to think Bobby would have enjoyed his funeral. As the minister, Magnie Williamson, began the committal prayer at the graveside in the Mid Yell kirkyard, a blackbird started singing. As Magnie’s voice got louder and louder, the blackbird trilled louder still. When Magnie fell silent after the blessing and the casting of three handfuls of earth onto the coffin lid, the blackbird reached a crescendo and finished his recital with a flourish. Bobby would certainly have told this as one of his stories. He would probably have been inspired by the blackbird’s song to write a fiddle tune, as he once did with the ‘caa-ca-caloo’ yodel of the long-tailed duck, or calloo.


Twenty years after that blackbird sang in the kirkyard, those of us who regarded Tucker as a friend (and that includes many who only met him once) still miss him. He left a large gap in our lives. That explains this book.


Bobby would have disapproved, strongly, of someone writing his biography. He might well have made caustic and ironical remarks. So let’s call this a celebration, rather than the definitive psychological study. Under pressure from his publisher, he did attempt an autobiographical memoir in his book Bobby Tulloch’s Shetland, but it was not very revealing and he clearly preferred writing about the birds and islands he made famous.


He was good at being a celebrity. His illustrated lectures for the RSPB, in the Royal Festival Hall and many other big city venues, were usually packed out. Bobby’s enthusiasm wasn’t just infectious; it was epidemic, as the RSPB’s membership figures showed after he’d done a nationwide tour. He was funny, informative, original and, as the BBC Natural History Unit would soon discover, a natural television performer.


A problem was that, coming from a community where it is not really done to put oneself forward, Bobby found his celebrity rather embarrassing. It was all very well to be a concert turn and the life and soul of the party at community halls and fireside ‘foys’ (impromptu parties) around his home island of Yell, but being on national TV and in the papers was a much bigger deal in the late 1960s than it is today when, allegedly, anyone and everyone can be famous for 15 minutes – or is it 15 seconds? This problem was particularly acute for Bobby, living most of the year in Shetland, where there was only one black-and-white TV channel and local radio hadn’t yet been invented. He coped with celebrity by poking gentle fun at the media and, of course, at himself. Anyone who affects airs and graces and seems to be ‘getting abune hissel’ is always ‘pitten doon’ very firmly in Shetland’s rather egalitarian society. So Bobby’s humorous self-deprecation was much appreciated. In belittling his achievements he was unconsciously reaffirming the self-esteem of the community from which he came. That’s what the social psychologists might say but Bobby didn’t go in much for self-analysis. He shared the view of the James Thurber character who said: ‘For God’s sake, let your mind alone!’


I can’t remember when I first met Bobby Tulloch but it was probably in the summer of 1968 while I was researching my undergraduate geography dissertation on the isle of Bressay. I used to drop in at Dennis Coutts’ photographic studio in Lerwick, to catch up on the birdwatching gossip, and Bobby would sometimes be there too. I remember being with Dennis one day at the Malakoff shipyard pier and looking down onto the deck of a converted ‘scaffie’ – a small haddock-fishing boat called Consort, where an oil-spattered Bobby was wrestling more or less cheerfully with his latest mechanical breakdown, probably caused (like most of them) by his being too busy with other things to do all the routine maintenance.
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Consort straining at her moorings off the Mid Yell pier, in a stiff northerly blow. (Bobby Tulloch.)





By the late summer of 1969 I was encountering Bobby regularly when he visited the editorial office of The Shetland Times, in those days on Commercial Street, opposite the Lerwick Post Office. I had a vacation job as a cub reporter, sharing a cramped office with the legendary Hugh Crooks, the news editor, a man with a sharp tongue and a heart of gold. An even smaller office housed the editor, Basil Wishart, a jovial, kindly man with a fearsome temper. When Basil laughed, the building shook. I was rather wary of him, but not of his companion in the office, Fred Hunter, the business manager. Fred was one of the funniest (and most vulgar) people I ever met. When he and Basil were proofreading the advertisement galleys there was a great deal of ribald mirth. Among his many talents, Fred was a fanatical and expert birdwatcher, despite being crippled by polio in childhood. He could not walk far with his sticks but he used his car as a most effective hide and had many a twitcher’s ‘tick’ to his credit. It was Fred whom Bobby, in his role as County Bird Recorder, came to see on ornithological business. Before the Shetland Bird Club started up, Bobby did much of the work for the annual Shetland Bird Reports.


One morning the roars of laughter from Fred’s office were even louder than usual. I went through to investigate and found Basil, Fred and Bobby giggling hysterically over a double-entendre in a news report about some local council worthy. At that time Bobby and Fred were also compiling the first pocket guide to Shetland’s breeding birds,1 which was a lot more fun than it sounds. My own, very minor, contribution was a series of pen and ink Shetland landscape sketches to fill gaps at the bottom of some pages. In 1969 there was remarkably little in print about Shetland’s birds, let alone our other wildlife, so Fred and Bobby’s stapled booklet was a major event. It was also painstakingly accurate, summarising the records kept by a small but dedicated band of local birders. Even so, there were large gaps in our knowledge, many of which would later be filled when Fred, Bobby, Dennis Coutts, Pete Kinnear and the indefatigable Iain Robertson co-founded the Shetland Bird Club in 1973. With its regular meetings, award-winning, lavishly illustrated annual report (in contrast to Bobby’s stencilled, monochrome version), and its organised surveys by dozens of active members, the club has hugely advanced our knowledge and enjoyment of Shetland’s bird life over the past four decades.


Bobby and his birding pals were also involved with the Fair Isle Bird Observatory, which opened its first purpose-built headquarters and hostel in that summer of 1969, after spending 21 years in converted Royal Navy huts at North Haven. To mark the occasion I drew a cartoon for The Shetland Times of Bobby and Dennis twitching in front of the new observatory (which was demolished 40 years later to make way for the magnificent new building opened in 2011).
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“Two more common migrants: Tullochus barbus robertus and Couttus barbus maximus.” A cartoon from The Shetland Times of 24 October 1969. (Jonathan Wills.)





Bobby, Dennis and Fred were all keen twitchers, but they devoted much time and effort to recording common species as well as the migrating rarities for which Fair Isle and Shetland are famous. They were interested in what we now call ecology, not just in new ticks for their ‘life lists’.


I first saw Bobby on his home turf in Yell during one of the early cruises of the yacht Shearwater. My friend Richard Moira, an Edinburgh architect who did work for Lerwick Town Council, had the boat built by Andrew ‘Sundie’ Johnson at the Allcraft yard in Lerwick in 1968. She was a beautiful but not very practical mixture of a Shetland sixareen and a folkboat, designed by a naval architect friend of Richard’s. She sailed very fast in sheltered waters, but the short, steep tide seas on the exposed outer coast slowed her down alarmingly, despite her heavy keel. There was no radio, radar or echo sounder. In spite of these drawbacks (and the consumption of a fair quantity of strong drink) Richard and I sailed her round most of the Shetland shoreline in the 20 years before his death in 1988. Now the poor Shearwater lies derelict in Burra Isle, alas, but the memories are still bright. One of them is of our first visit to the Zetland County Council’s pier at Linkshouse, Mid Yell. Many years later, I discovered that Bobby had worked at the building of this ‘Coonty Pier’ in 1954.
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The yacht Shearwater leaving Lerwick for Mid Yell in 1983, with Jonathan Wills at the helm and crew Lesley Roberts, Magnus Wills, Andy Wills and Brendan Wishart. (Photo: the late John W.E. Wills.)





We berthed next to the Consort and within minutes a small crowd of old men and boys had gathered.2 Whence had we come? Whither bound? To whom were we related? In those days the arrival of a small yacht was an unusual event in Mid Yell. Bobby emerged from the cabin of the Consort and joined the conversation. Had we seen any neesiks (porpoises)? Or unkan (unusual) birds? He, of course, had far more information than we did on what was flying and swimming out there, as he’d just come back from a run to Fetlar with the doctor and had noticed many things we’d missed. We asked if that could really be a great northern diver we’d seen? Indeed it was – an immature bird had been off the isle of Hascosay for a few days now. And where was the best place to see otters? Hascosay, again. And how do you tell an arctic tern from a common one? The common has a black tip to the bill and the shading on the wings is different; and if you can’t tell the difference they’re ‘comic’ terns.


We were bidden aboard the Consort for a cup of tea. Bobby got out the bird books and the nautical chart. Later we walked up to his house in Reafirth for supper. This was before he and his wife, Betty, moved to Lussetter House. Within an hour or so you felt you were a member of the family. I was well used to Shetland hospitality but this was something special. Bobby and Betty both had the knack of making you feel welcome, even if you’d arrived unannounced at an inconvenient time, as I’m afraid we often did. Speaking to many of their former visitors, while working on this book, I’ve found that everyone who knew them felt they were among Bobby and Betty’s very best friends. Betty was the district nurse, much liked and respected in Yell. Bobby once joked that his profession was ‘nurse’s husband’, a calling with a long and respectable history in Shetland. Betty had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the 1,100 or so islanders and could sometimes correct Bobby, the native Yell man, on the details of local kinship linkages. She was particularly kind to bairns and indulged my sons Magnus and Andy on our many visits.
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Lussetter House – Bobby and Betty’s home in Mid Yell. The former manse features as “Soothmooth Hoose” in the novel Noost by Frank Renwick (Baron Ravenstone), its former owner. (Bobby Tulloch.)





When Bobby and Betty moved up to Lussetter House they had more room to entertain weekend guests like us. Their big kitchen was the warm hub of the house and, it sometimes seemed, the social centre of the whole district. The rest of this old stone manse was decidedly chilly, even after Bobby installed central heating. The attic bedrooms were arctic in winter. There we slept beneath elaborate wall paintings and friezes executed by that eccentric genius Frank Renwick, who’d owned the house before Bobby and Betty. Frank, or Baron Ravenstone, as he prefers to be known, wrote Shetland’s funniest and most perceptive novel, Noost, in which Lussetter House and Bobby Tulloch have cameo roles as ‘Soothmooth Hoose’ and ‘Toby Bullock’.
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Bobby brings an olik (young ling) aboard the Sterna in the summer of 1992, watched by his friend and neighbour ‘Peerie Carl’ Anderson. (K. Jamieson.)





In Betty’s kitchen you’d typically find several visiting bairns stuffing their faces with treats and playing with toys she’d produced from a cupboard, as Bobby stood at the sink, filleting a bucket of cod and oliks (ling) he’d just brought ashore, while exchanging Latin names of migrating birds with a visiting ornithologist, perched with notebook on an armchair. All the adults, including the wildlife cameraman on the sofa, wiping the salt off his lenses, would have a dram at their elbow.


In due course a huge meal would appear from the Rayburn stove, usually as another uninvited guest arrived and was bidden to ‘set dee doon and aet!’ The menu might include oliks fried in their own liver oil, or grilled spoots (razor clams) freshly harvested by hand from the chilly sands of Gloup Voe.
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A spootin’ expedition to Gloup, north Yell, in February 1980. Bobby and his young helper Mag-nus Wills gathered a good harvest of razor clams – by the traditional method of getting very cold hands. (Jonathan Wills.)





The conversation could range from the finer points of warbler identification through the reproductive biology of fish, the depredations of eighteenth-century Yell lairds and the genealogy of the main families in Fetlar, to the prospects of leading skippers at the forthcoming Cullivoe regatta and the best way to cook spoots. The forecast gale that had sent us into Mid Yell for shelter would by now be roaring round the lum cans, but we were snug as bugs in rugs. We’d end up in Bobby’s study, drinking more whisky than was good for us, while we watched an impromptu slide show. The evening would usually end with a tune or two. And this was just a normal weekend with no special events planned.


No wonder so many people remember their visits to Lussetter House as high points in their lives. It was unfailingly friendly, fascinating and fun. For Betty this continual and erratic schedule must have been a considerable burden on top of her work as the district nurse, but I never heard her complain and indeed she seemed to revel in the company of friends old and new. I fear she was sorely put upon at times. A quiet, secluded life it was not, in one of Britain’s remotest inhabited islands.


Tucker and the Scientists


Even before he was appointed as the RSPB Shetland Representative in 1963 Bobby was meeting visiting scientists, mostly ornithologists, who sought him out for advice and directions on where and how to see birds and beasts. With the beginnings of the oil industry in Shetland in 1972 there was an urgent need to do ‘baseline’ surveys – counts of common species as well as rarities – so we would be able to show what had lived in Shetland before any oiling incident and thus how bad the effects of the spill had been. Hardly any of this fundamental work on describing and quantifying the ecology of the islands had been done. The Institute of Terrestrial Ecology and the Nature Conservancy Council inevitably roped in Bobby and the Consort to help with their first coastal surveys. This required taking samples at randomly chosen grid references around the shore, occasionally involving some tricky navigation and scraped paintwork, as not all the sampling sites were easy to reach.


In due course he was an obvious choice as a member of SVEAG – the Sullom Voe Environmental Advisory Group (later, after the trauma of the Esso Bernicia oil spill in December 1978, reconstituted as the Shetland Oil Terminal Environmental Advisory Group, or SOTEAG). Here the self-taught crofter’s son found himself sitting at the conference table alongside university researchers and eminent professors. He discovered, to his considerable surprise, that he sometimes knew more than they did. Bobby was fascinated by scientific method and research but his attitude to the scientists he met could be ambivalent. On the one hand, he was acutely aware of his own lack of any formal qualifications whatsoever; on the other, he was astonished that some people with doctorates didn’t have all the basic skills of a field zoologist. He was flattered to find his views and local knowledge respected and recognised. He admired those who could research and write a scientific paper but he was also sometimes not so secretly delighted when, out on a boat survey, an academic displayed a lack of common sense about practical matters. He enjoyed telling stories about such follies.
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Consort noses in to Mid Yell Pier to collect the SOTEAG survey team on a February morning in 1984. (Mike Richardson.)
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Bobby at work with the late Ann Prior on a Shetland coastal survey in July 1981 for SOTEAG, the Shetland Oil Terminal Environmental Advisory Group. (Mike Richardson.)





For their part, his new colleagues, such as Mike Richardson3 of the Nature Conservancy Council and Martin Heubeck4 of Aberdeen University, on secondment to SOTEAG, found Bobby’s knowledge of Shetland’s seascape, flora and fauna invaluable as they designed monitoring programmes, selected ‘indicator’ species and laid down the survey routes for winter counts of the immer gus (great northern diver), tystie (black guillemot), Slavonian grebe, dunter (eider duck) and calloo (long-tailed duck).


The routes were chosen to fit the Consort’s limited range and speed, departing in the midwinter dawn from Mid Yell or Ulsta and returning at nightfall in early afternoon after surveying the ‘Bluemull Triangle’ between Unst, Yell and Fetlar, or the sheltered waters of Sullom Voe and southern Yell Sound. More than 30 years later, the scientists follow these same routes, originally devised in consultation with Bobby, who knew all the shallow banks and bays where the immer gus found its favourite food – spoots (razor clams) – and where the dunters and calloos dived for yoags (mussels).


The SOTEAG work was a handy source of funds to supplement Bobby’s wage from the RSPB, his charters to take the doctor into Fetlar and increasingly frequent trips with tourists in summer. As the contributors to this book make clear, Bobby’s extraordinary abilities as a field biologist, his innate curiosity, his never-failing sense of wonder at the natural world and, not least, his developing skills as a showman, were guaranteed to make a memorable occasion of even the most humdrum excursion aboard the Consort.
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Martin Heubeck of Aberdeen University logging winter seabird survey results aboard m.v. Dunter III, successor vessel to Bobby’s Consort on the Yell Sound surveys for SOTEAG. (Jonathan Wills.)





Tucker and the Tourists


As late as the 1970s, wildlife tourism in Shetland was the preserve of a few hundred birdwatching visitors a year. Shetland did not advertise itself very well and, indeed, had few funds to pay for advertising. So most of the outside world had no idea how spectacular, prolific and diverse the islands’ wildlife actually was. Keen naturalists had visited Shetland as far back as the eighteenth century, but mainly with the aim of shooting rare birds.5 In the nineteenth century the islands had produced some homegrown naturalists, such as the precocious Thomas Edmondston6
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