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ROBERT SERVICE. 

B. 23BD MAY, 1854. D. 8TH MAY, 1911. 

[PLATE I.] 

BY the death of Robert Service, Scotland loses one of 
her most zealous and able field-naturalists. 

It will ever be a matter of regret that he was not given 
health and length of life to accomplish his dearest wish— 
the writing of a book on the fauna of the Solway area. 
It is certain that no one could have been better fitted 
for this task, either by local observations or general 
knowledge, as is abundantly proved by his contributions 
to scientific literature. I have compiled a list of upwards 
of two hundred papers and notes from his pen, which 
appeared from time to time in the Scottish Naturalist, the 
Entomologist, the Zoologist, the Transactions of the 
Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and 
Antiquarian Society, and in (other similar publications. 
These papers are not confined to one or two branches of 
science, for he was a lover and an admirer, just as much 
as a student, of Nature in all her ways. The exigencies 
of business, however, gave him too little time for the 
arduous task of writing for the Press, and it is to be 
regretted that with him must have perished many results 
of mature thought and hardly-gained experience. 

Scientists, such as Alfred Newton, H. A. Maepherson, 
Howard Saunders, Major Barrett-Hamilton, Professor 
G. F. Scott-Elliot, Messrs. W. Eagle Clarke, and J. A. 
Harvie-Brown, were among his constant correspondents; 
but the fact that he was universally recognised as the 
authority on local zoology, never made him speak or write 
in a high handed or arbitrary manner. He was ever 
ready to impart information to all inquirers, and his 
criticism of others was never caustic. 

Personally, I owe him a debt of gratitude for his sincere 
assistance to me when writing my Birds of Dumfriesshire. 
In the Preface, when thanking my numerous corre-
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spondents, I have stated : " With, so many willing 
assistants it becomes almost invidious to mention any 
by name ; it is, however, quite certain that pre-eminent 
among them stands Mr, Robert Service." I had here 
added the words, "without whose assistance this book 
could never have been written ; " and it was only at 
his express desire, and much against my will, that these 
ten words were struck out. 

He possessed an extensive collection of birds, many of 
them local rarities; and among his eggs was one of a Golden 
Eagle taken locally. His collection of books might have 
been described as a good working library, and with other 
desirable editions he used especially to show a Histoire 
Naturdle en Miniature de de [sic] 48 Oiseaux (96 pp., 
Paris, 1816), the smallest book on ornithology with which 
Professor Newton was acquainted, and which measures 
but 2-6 by 2-15 inches. 

His generosity was remarkable, and he was willing at 
any time to give a bird from his collection if, by so doing, 
he thought he could in any way assist the recipient in 
some particular branch of study. The National Collection 
in the Royal Scottish Museum, Edinburgh, includes 
many of his valuable donations, and none is more prized 
than the specimen of the Whiskered Tern. (Hydrochelidon 
hybrida), the first of its species to be shot in Scotland. 
It was obtained some six miles NN.W. of Dumfries on 
2nd May, 1894. 

He was always willing to deliver one of his scientific 
addresses in aid of charity, and perhaps one of his kindliest 
acts was his lecture on birds given annually at Christmas 
to the prisoners in the local jail. When, in recent years, 
a junior Field-Naturalists' Club, known as the Solway 
Ramblers, was organized locally, he often acted as con
ductor on their excursions. Devoted to science, he was 
only too pleased to do all he could to teach others to share 
his enjoyment of Nature. 

He has been described as " a man of intense nature, a 
formidable opponent, and a fast friend," and if I had to 
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give his chief characteristic in a word, I should say it was 
humility in its noblest and highest sense. 

Robert Service was born on 23rd May, 1854, at Nether-
place, near Mauchline, Ayrshire, where his father, James 
Service, was gardener to Lord Justice Clerk Hope. After 
being employed in a similar capacity by Mr. J. Hodgson, 
of Houghton House, near Carlisle, his father, in 1858, 
established at Greenbrae, in the suburbs of Dumfries, 
the nursery business which was soon after transferred to 
Maxwelltown. 

Robert was educated at the old Free Kirk School in 
David Street, Maxwelltown, and on completing his 
education there, entered his father's business. When 
giving evidence in 1892 before the Committee appointed 
to inquire into a plague of voles in Scotland, he was asked 
by the chairman, Sir Herbert Maxwell: " You have 
studied natural history for some time ? " His reply was, 
" Yes, ever since I was a child ; " and there is no doubt 
that in the Corberry Hill Nurseries, which his father 
rented, Robert Service found as a boy, as he did later as 
a man, a happy hunting-ground for what was to him 
something much more real than a mere hobby. 

The engrossing nature of his trade allowed him but 
little leisure in which to follow his inclination, and the 
extensive and varied output of original research-work 
that he achieved is therefore remarkable. Walks in the 
country after the work of the day was done, and excursions 
as far afield as possible on holidays, were the only 
opportunities he had for pursuing his favourite study. 
Long nights were often spent at the Maxwelltown 
Observatory in the study of the stars ; in fact every 
spare moment was devoted to science. 

It was only natural that he should early have become 
a member of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural 
History and Antiquarian Society. It had fallen into 
abeyance in 1876, when Robert Service, then aged twenty-
two, with others started to re-organize it. Their efforts 
were successful, and with him as secretary the society 
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was re-founded with a membership of forty. When he 
resigned office in 1882, the society was firmly established 
with a membership of one hundred and thirty-seven. 

In 1879 he married Jemima Margaret, daughter of 
Mrs. Glendinning, of Glasgow Street, Maxwelltown. 

In 1882 he was sorely tempted to leave his business 
in pursuit of his natural bent, by the invitation of Joseph 
Thomson, the African explorer, to accompany him as 
naturalist on an expedition to Eastern Africa for the 
Royal Geographical Society. I have often talked over 
with him this episode in his life, and it does credit to the 
man to have sacrificed to his sense of duty what must 
have been the height of his ambition. 

The extensive immigration of Pallas's Sand-Grouse to 
the British Isles, in 1888, naturally appealed to him, and 
he was in almost daily communication on the subject 
with the Rev. H. A. Macpherson. The sandy shore, at 
Southerness in Kirkcudbrightshire and on the opposite 
coast of Cumberland, afforded attractive ground to this 
species, so that these two ornithologists were fortunately 
placed for making observations. When, in August, 1889, 
a nestling was found in the Culbin Sands, Moray, i t was 
sent by Professor Newton to Robert Service for examina
tion. He found forty-five seeds, " Three of which were 
those of rye grass (Lolium perenne), one of tufted hair grass 
(Aim ccespitosa), and one of broom (Cytisus scoparius)."* 
He also identified some seedling plants, raised in pots from 
seeds, which William Hastings, the Dumfries taxidermist, 
had taken from a Sand-Grouse he had skinned in 1888. 
The majority were wild mustard and fescue grass, 
while the rest were Vicia cracca, Ranunculus sp., and a 
few clover. 

He was one of the principal witnesses summoned before 
the departmental committee appointed in 1892 by the 
Board of Agriculture to inquire into a plague of field-
voles in Scotland, when he strongly deprecated the 
destruction of the natural enemies of these agricultural 

*IUs, 1890, p . 213. 
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pests. Three years later his knowledge of fish, and of 
the local fisheries, was recognized by his being called on 
to give evidence before the Solway Fisheries Commission. 

In 1901 he came near to making an astronomical 
discovery, a new star, which was first observed by 
Dr. Anderson of Edinburgh, early on February' 23rd, 
being seen the same evening by Robert Service. 

On the death of his father, in October, 1901, the conduct 
of the business devolved on himself and his brother. 
Enjoying a high reputation as a nurseryman and seeds
man, the office work was strenuous, and be found even 
less time for following his scientific pursuits. He was 
persuaded, however, to take over the honorary duties of 
secretary and curator of the Dumfries and Maxwelltown 
Observatory Museum in 1903, and for seven years be held 
these posts to the entire satisfaction of the directors. 
He was repeatedly in request as judge at local shows, 
as well as at those of the Royal Caledonian Horticultural 
Society, and as he also took a keen interest in politics 
and local affairs, he found his time more than fully 
occupied. A few years later his brother dissolved partner
ship, and his time had almost wholly to be applied to his 
business. 

There is no doubt that overwork broxight on the illness 
which eventually proved fatal to him. He was stricken 
by partial paralysis some twelve months ago, and a more 
severe shock occurred in November, depriving him of 
speech. I t was a sad sight to his many friends to see 
such a splendid specimen of manhood, and one of 
previously so active and so hearty a temperament, thus 
afflicted. The generous response to a testimonial then 
raised, as an expression of the esteem in which he was 
held, and as some slight appreciation of his many services, 
testified to the affection in which he was so widely held. 
He died at his residence, Janefield, Maxwelltown, Dum
fries, on May 8th, 1911, and three days later was laid to 
his rest in Troqueer Kirkyard, being survived by his 
wife, two sons, and three daughters. 
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Such, then, is a brief outline of the more noticeable 
events in his life. This is hardly the place to refer to his 
keen and active Conservatism in polities (he was at one 
time offered the editorship of the local party-newspaper), 
to his public services on town and parish councils, to 
his connexion in his earlier days with the Dumfries 
volunteers, or to the interest he took in the Dumfriesshire 
and Galloway Horticultural Society. The district which 
knew him best will miss him most, and can alone appreciate 
to the full the loss it has sustained by his death. Personally, 
I realize a blank that can never be filled; but I shall 
always remember above all other lessons I learned from 
him, one which he taught me not long before his first 
illness. We were discussing the relentless way in which 
death seems to cut off lives before they complete their 
purpose, and how little any of us can leave behind us 
when we die. " Yes," he replied, smiling, " but we 
always leave our example." Robert Service has left 
us his example of generosity, of a stern sense of duty, 
of an untiring energy, of patient and loving study of the 
beauties and mysteries of Nature. 

Among other societies he was, at the time of his death, 
a member of :— 

The Andersonian Society of Glasgow (elected 1901, 
resigned 1910). 

The British Association for the Advancement of Science 
(elected 1901). 

The British Ornithologists' Union (elected 1900, resigned 
1910). 

The Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and 
Antiquarian Society (original member 1876, secre
tary 1876-82, vice-president 1901-6, honorary vice-
president 1907-10, honorary life-member 1910). 

The Edinburgh Field Naturalists' and Miscroscopical 
Society (elected 1904). 

The Natural History Society of Glasgow (elected 1885.) 
The Royal Caledonian Horticultural Society (elected 

1904). 
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The Yorkshire Naturalists' Club (elected 1906). 
Besides being a constant contributor to the Transactions 

of many of the above-mentioned societies, Robert Service's 
papers often appeared in the Scottish Naturalist, the 
Annals of Scottish Natural History, and the Zoologist. 
Under the different titles of " Zoologicus," " Mabie 
Moss," and " Amateur Astronomer," he frequently 
wrote articles in the Kirkcudbrightshire Advertiser, the 
Dumfries and Galloway Courier and Herald, the Dumfries 
and Oalloway Standard, and other newspapers. To 
give a complete list of his papers is here impracticable ; 
but among those dealing with ornithology the following 
are perhaps some of the most valuable :— 

1880. Breeding of the Shoveller in the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright.— 
Zoologist, 1880, p . 406. 

1881. Montagu's Harrier in Kirkcudbrightshire.—Op. cit., 1881., 
p . 385. 

1885. Disappearance of the Chough (Pyrrhocorax graculus, L.) 
from the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright (read April 28th, 1885).— 
Transactions of the- Natural History Society of Glasgow, n.s. , 
Vol. I., 1883-6, pp. 117-122. 

1887. On the Former Existence of Ptarmigan in South-west Scotland. 
—Zoologist, 1887, pp. 81-89. 

1887. On the Nesting of the Tufted Duck in Kirkcudbrightshire.— 
Op. cit., 1887, pp. 342-344. 

1891. Sand-Grouse in Kirkcudbrightshire.—Scottish Naturalist, 
Vol. XI . , 1891, p . 192. 

1894. Occurrence of the Whiskered Tern, in Solway.—-Annals of 
Scottish Natural History, 1894, pp. 179-181. 

1895. The Starling in Solway.—Op. cit., 1895, pp. 92-96. 
1896. Long-tailed Duck in the Solway Firth.—Op. cit., 1896, p . 123. 
1897. The Fulmar on the Solway.—Op. cit., 1897, p . 194. 
1897. The Pied Flycatcher in Dumfriesshire.—Op. cit., 1897, p . 249. 
1898. The J a y in Dumfriesshire and Kirkcudbright.—Op. cit., 1898, 

pp. 49 and 181. 
1899. Great Spotted Woodpecker in Kirkcudbright.—Op. cit, 1899, 

p . 110. 
1901. The Vertebrates of Solway: A Century's Changes. (Printed 

for private circulation.) 12mo., 23 pp. A reprint (with Intro
duction added) of his paper read on November 16th, 1900, and 
published in the Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Oalloway 
Natural History and Antiquarian Society, 1906, n.s., Vol. XVII . , 
pp. 15-31. 

1902. The Black-headed Gull (Larus ridibundus): Some Modifica
tions of Habits.—Zoologist, 1902, pp. 216-219. 

1902. The Vertebrate Zoology of Kirkcudbrightshire—in Maxwell's 
Guide Book to the Stewartry of Kirkcudbright, 7th edition, 
1902, pp. 193-215. 

1903. Bird Migration in Solway.—-Annals of Scottish Natural 
History, 1903, pp. 193-204. 
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1904. From a Solway Notebook.—Op. eit., 1904, pp. 65-71, 
1905. Some Changes in the Avifauna of the Solway Area.—Trans

actions of the Edinburgh field Na&uredista' and Microscopical 
Society, 1904-5. Vol. V., pp. 181-186. 

1905. The Sylviidae of Solway (read February 23rd, 1904).— 
Transactions of the Natural History Society of Glasgow, 1905, n.s., 
Vol. VII . , pp. 137-147. 

1906. The Waders of Solway (read November 28th, 1905).—Op. cit., 
1905-6, n.s., Vol. VIII . , pp. 46-60. 

1906. The Sparrow-Hawk (read February 16th, 1903).—Trans
actions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and 
Antiquarian Society, 1906, n.s., Vol. XVII . , pp. 273-278. 

1906. The Diurnal and Nocturnal Raptorial Birds of the Solway 
Area (read December 18th, 1903).—Op. cit., 1906, pp. 327-339. 

1906. The Rarer Birds of the Solway Area (read April 20th, 1905).— 
Op. cit., 1906, pp. 423-435. 

1908. The Bar-tailed Godwit as a Solway Bird.—Annals of Scottish 
Natural History, 1908, pp. 85-87. 

1908. The Eider Duck in Solway Waters.—Op. cit., 1908, p . 119. 
1908. Red-necked Phalarope in the Solway Area.—Op. cit., p. 120. 
1908. Bird Migration in the District (read April 18th, 1907).— 

Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History 
and Antiquarian Society, 1908, n.s., Vol. X I X . , pp. 169-171. 

1908. The Hawfinch in Galloway.—Annals of Scottish Natural 
History, 1908, p . 253. 

1910. The British Skuas, with Special Reference to their Local 
Occurrences (read November 6th, 1908).—Transactions of the 
Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian 
Society, 1910, n.s., Vol. X X L , pp. 16-19. 

1910. Rare Birds of Recent Occurrence (read Februaryl9th, 1909).— 
Op. cit., 1910, pp. 134-136. 

1911. Notes on the British Starling (read 28th January, 1910).—• 
Op. eit., 1911, n.s., Vol. X X I I . , pp. 100-103. 

HUGH S. GLADSTONE. 
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