
OBITUARY 

Bobby Tulloch MBE (1929-1996) 

In his introduction to Bobby Tulloch's Shetland (1988), the late Jo (Lord) 
Grimond tells the story of God discussing with St Michael die latter's World tour 
of inspection, and saying to him '. . . when you are in Shetland do not forget to 
stop in Mid Yell and pay my regards to Mr Bobby Tulloch. I regard him as one 
of my successes.' 

Like everyone who had the good fortune to do so, the Archangel would have 
found meeting Bobby on his home patch an unforgettable experience. Nearly 30 
years have passed since it first happened to me, but the memories of our first full 
day in the field are still very fresh in my mind. With the simmer dim, we must 
have been out for about 20 hours non-stop, starting with Fetlar, going on to 
Hermaness and finishing up with a visit to a colony of Storm Petrels Hydrobates 
pelagicus. We visited the Snowy Owls Nyctea scandiaca, watched some Red
necked Phalaropes Phalaropus lobatus and saw countless seabirds, but it is not the 
birds that I recall most vividly from that magical day. Instead, I remember Bobby 
catching a Common Seal Phoca vitulina pup to show me, and 'calling up' a 
Common Porpoise Phocoena phocoena that came and swam with us alongside the 

boat. In between teaching me local 
bird names and much other Shetland 
lore besides, he told countless stories 
of people he'd met and places he'd 
been to. I have now forgotten why, 
but he also recited (in a slightly 
dodgy Yukon-type accent) lengthy 
extracts from Robert Service's The 
Shooting of Dan McGrew. We sang, 
too, with the uninhibited gusto you 
can only really manage in a small 
boat well out of earshot of the rest of 
the World. 

It was often like that with Bobby. 
He was one of the best field 
naturalists I have ever met, and a 
birdwatcher in the real sense of that 
now somewhat unfashionable word, 
but he was never that bane of our 
hobby, the bird bore. There were 
always so many other things to talk 
about, and the laughter and the 
impish humour were never far away. 
He had few equals as a raconteur, 
and was frequendy the butt of his 
own stories. I saw hard-nosed, horny-

• 8. Bobby Tulloch and his humour (a handed RSPB wardens reduced to 
compilation by Bobby Tulloch himself) tears of helpless laughter by his tale of 
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the time he and Dennis Coutts dressed in an old pantomime horse in their 
attempts to photograph the Fetlar Snowy Owls. 

Dennis has said of Bobby that he was 'the most versatile person I have known'. 
He was an accomplished musician on guitar, fiddle and accordion, much in 
demand at social gatherings of all kinds; he often augmented the standard 
repertoire with his own hilarious songs and poems. As a photographer (self-
taught, as with most things to which he turned his hand), he quickly became 
outstanding. It was the combination of his personality, his talents and his huge 
enthusiasm that made him one of the most brilliant and sought-after lecturers of 
my time. He only had to appear on the programme to double audiences at bird 
clubs and RSPB groups and he easily filled the Royal Festival Hall. In every way, 
he was a wonderful ambassador for Shetland: I find it hard to imagine that his 
islands could ever have a better one. 

Born at North Aywick in Shetland, Bobby Tulloch left school at 14 and 
became a baker, a trade he was to follow during his army National Service, where 
he became a staff sergeant in charge of a bakery in Hong Kong. But he yearned 
for other things and when, in 1964, the late George Waterston offered him the 
post of Shetland Representative of the RSPB, he jumped at the chance. He served 
the Society with distinction for the next 21 years before accepting early 
retirement. It would be simplistic (and unfair) to say that the RSPB made Bobby 
Tulloch what he was: the job helped, of course, but it worked both ways—the 
Society gained enormously from having such a talented and popular man on its 
books. 

His visits south were always looked forward to by his RSPB colleagues. He 
made our mouths water with his tales of the Glaucous Gull Ijxrus hyperboreus 
which visited his bird-table one winter, and of the Snow Buntings Plectrophenax 
nivalis in his garden. There would be the latest humorous story too, such as when 
he received a phone call from a neighbour who was puzzled by a bird which had 
turned up near her house: it was bigger than a sheep, she insisted. When he went 
to look, Bobby found it was a Common Crane Grus grus—when she had said 
'bigger', the lady had really meant 'taller'. I recall his delight when he reported 
seeing his very first Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella, and when I showed him 
his first Little Owl Athene noctua—and how he felt claustrophobic in an English 
wood. On our visit to Havergate Island, he found a fellow sea-dog in the late Reg 
Partridge: they spent ages discussing different kinds of home-mixed anti-fouling 
paint, Bobby being as fascinated by the Suffolk variety as he was by the Avocets 
Recurvirostra avosetta we had gone to see. 

Omithologically, Bobby's crowning moment came when he found that Snowy 
Owl nest on Fetlar in 1967 (see Brit. Birds 61: 119-132), an event which brought 
him to the fore and undoubtedly played a part in shaping his future. It was in the 
1960s that he took it upon himself to round up the records of the then-tiny team 
of Shetland birdwatchers and to publish an annual bird report. Four of these were 
produced before, in December 1973, at a meeting in Dennis Coutts's shop in 
Lerwick, it was decided to form the Shetland Bird Club. Snow prevented Bobby 
from attending, but he learned later that he had become, more or less overnight, 
both County Recorder and Club President. He held the latter post until his death. 

Looking back, retirement seems to have been a mere blip in Bobby Tulloch's 
life. He seemed forever busy, serving on the Sullom Voe oil-terminal advisory 
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group, lecturing on National Trust for Scotland cruises, and leading tours for 
Island Holidays. His travels took him far and wide—for example, to Novaya 
Zemlaya, Jan Mayen, Svalbard, Norway, Iceland, the Mediterranean, the 
Seychelles, Alaska and the Falklands. Shetland, though, remained the hub of his 
existence, with the birds he had known and loved since boyhood. 

His 'formal' ornithological publications were very few, but he wrote A Guide to 
Shetland's Birds (with Fred Hunter, 1970), Migrations: travels of a naturalist 
(1991) and A Guide to Shetland's Breeding Birds (1992), and provided the 
photographic illustrations for Scott & Palmer's The Flowering Plants and Ferns of 
the Shetland Islands (1987). Beyond any doubt, though, his finest book was the 
superbly illustrated and beautifully written Bobby Tulloch's Shetland, which won 
him the annual Shetland literary prize in 1988. Semi-autobiographical, it gives us 
a wonderful insight into the world of a remarkable man. 

After a series of strokes, Bobby died peacefully in hospital in Lerwick. He had 
enriched many people's lives and made many friends: I suspect that their 
affectionate memories of him would mean more to him than all the many plaudits 
he received in his lifetime. We could have headed this obituary 'Robert John 
Tulloch', but Bobby was 'Bobby' to everyone, and we feel sure that he would 
have approved the affectionate use of his nickname. To say that he is sorely 
missed seems so very inadequate. But it's true. 
MIKE EVERETT 


