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			Dedication

			Dedicated, with love, to my children

			Rona, Gavin, Roddy and Phoebe

		

		
			Introduction
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			Author aged 11 holding tame young jackdaw and shelduck at his home  in Hampshire.

			I’ve been interested in helping wildlife since I was a young boy in the early 1950s. Then, it was a matter of rearing young birds and animals that I found abandoned, even though some of them may not actually have needed my help. Jackdaws were a favourite of mine, and I have happy memories of rearing three shelducklings which I found wandering along the road in coastal Hampshire. What a thrill it was to see them fly after me, a squadron of outriders as I rode my bike. Little did I know then that this calling would form the basis of my life’s work.

			It has always been my view that our aim as nature conservationists should be to make rare species more common and more secure for the future. My mind was always on ecological restoration, now more often called rewilding. In an era of appalling declines in nature, leading to lost or isolated populations, mainly due to human activity, I believe that species translocations and reintroductions must become standard wildlife management.

			This book is about the many species restoration or rewilding projects that I have been involved with in my life – so far. It covers recovery projects (such as goldeneye), translocations (such as red squirrel) and reintroductions (such as sea eagle) – a complex mix. I wanted to write a book about these exciting projects, making certain that I explained the failures as well as the successes, with an emphasis on the early stages. Specific dates, of course, are certain: the young sea eagles arrived at Fair Isle on 28 June 1968; the first red kites from Sweden came to the Scottish Highlands on an RAF Nimrod on 20 June 1989. But much of the story is, as so often, a record preserved in the notebooks, diaries, letters and memories of the writer, and may differ from other people’s accounts. I’ve found it fascinating to go back and read my writings and view my photos, stretching back to my childhood, often long forgotten. There are several levels of memory: my writings, especially my diaries and notebooks, give me the exact dates, places and what we were doing, but it’s when I look at the photographs taken at the time that the colours, textures, scents and sounds flood back.

			Some events I can no longer properly remember, but I do know that I was at the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club’s northern counties conference in Inverness in November 1962, when I was 22. The speakers were prominent ornithologists of the time: George Dunnet and Harry Milne of Aberdeen University, Derek Mills, Ian Pennie and Joe Eggeling. A report of the conference in the journal Scottish Birds notes: ‘Roy concluded the morning’s session with an entertaining talk on the encouragement of rare breeding species, in which he put forward some excellent ideas for attracting these visitors on a wider scale.’ I cannot find a record of that talk but did find some scribblings in which I worked out that a pair of (reintroduced) sea eagles could be worth £15,000 a year in tourism revenues to northern Sutherland. Times change and years go by, and now the sea eagles are worth £5 million a year to the Isle of Mull alone.

			It’s hard to believe now that, when I started birding, books on birds and mammals were relatively scarce and new titles were eagerly awaited. What we did have was a marvellous series of Victorian-era books on birds and mammals, especially the county or regional faunas written at the start of the 20th century by JA Harvie-Brown and his contemporaries. On dark nights or rainy days I remember the thrill of reading the likes of The Vertebrate Fauna of the North West Highlands and Skye, to find vivid details of sea eagles, nowadays called white-tailed eagles, swirling above their breeding sites. I would read about places, which in the 1960s lacked that iconic tag of ‘wildness’, or tales of wolves and bears in James Ritchie’s book The Influence of Man on Animal Life in Scotland, published in 1920. Who could forget the image of the people of Eddrachillis in Sutherland taking their dead to the island of Handa for burial to save the bodies from being dug up by wolves, known locally as the ‘prowlers of the night’?

			My most lasting memories from those old books tend to be of the incredible onslaught by man on the larger birds and mammals of the Scottish Highlands and Islands. Savage descriptions of killing the last wolf in Scotland: Mr MacQueen, who lived near Tomatin, dispatching it with his dirk (hunting knife) in a side stream of the River Findhorn, which I can now see in the distance when I drive south from my home. Or the incredible numbers of birds of prey and predatory mammals shot, trapped and poisoned by the gamekeepers creating the sporting estates for the hunting of red deer and red grouse and the fishing of salmon. On the notorious Glengarry estates near Fort Augustus, many thousands were killed. But this drive to remove competitors to the human interests of sheep farming or game sports was widespread. Some species, like the beaver, had gone much earlier, not because they were pests but because they were too valuable for their own good, their fur, medicinal oil or meat much sought after.

			My generation was fortunate to be born into better times, with nature conservation starting to take a lead, and the obvious question to some of us was how we could get these species back. Most of these iconic creatures had died out not through changing climate, or loss of available food or habitat; nearly all were cases of simple, but appalling, extermination by man. And so we talked about this when we met, gossiping over a beer at a winter conference or while eating our piece on a mountain ridge. There was an exciting opportunity to redress the damage of previous generations, if we could only grasp it. What a thrilling prospect that was – but then, when young, I never foresaw how difficult it would be, and how many social and political hurdles would be thrown in our way, even by our colleagues and friends. With this book I’ve tried to show how some of these projects came about: the excitements, the obstacles, the failures and the successes. I’ve often concentrated on the early stages of projects, especially those that went on to be very successful, for those were the times when we just had to get our heads down, determined to get the job done with the help of really good friends. These projects are always teamwork.

			I hope my contemporaries enjoy reading the accounts for different species, and I also hope that anyone interested in nature finds the stories fascinating and, in general, encouraging in difficult times. As always, I urge young people in school, in work, at university or freshly graduated to take note that wildlife recovery projects are very long term and need determination and perseverance. Often the social and political difficulties of starting the translocation of a species far outweigh the ecological and technical aspects. So, most importantly, anyone wishing to carry out projects must remember that a determined and positive mind is called for. It’s a matter of ‘when’, not ‘if’.

			In 1995 I was invited by Professor Wolf Schröder and Christoph Promberger, large mammal specialists at Munich University, to join them on a summer expedition to the Upper Porcupine River in Canada to study bears and wolves. In Whitehorse, we met one of their friends at the wildlife division. ‘Roy has a dream of restoring wolves to the Scottish Highlands,’ said Christoph. His response? ‘Do you work with any other species?’ I told him about my projects on ospreys, eagles and red kites. ‘That’s good,’ he replied, ‘because if you work with only one species you will come to a roadblock from a person in authority, maybe even a senior colleague, and then you will have to put your project on the back burner. One day he or she will be promoted, will retire or die – and that may take years. When it happens, you must immediately push forward. So it’s important to have a variety of projects moving at different speeds.’ It turned out to be very pertinent advice.

			Looking back now, I realise that great things have happened, but I’m disappointed. I’m disappointed that we have not had more success, especially with large mammals. The return of the red kite has been incredible, but this was because of a determined programme of rolling releases from north and south, and the strength of the long-term project team members from the RSPB*, Nature Conservancy (and its subsequent national agencies) and enthusiastic individuals and groups. Compare this to the failure, so far, to get the sea eagle breeding again in England and Wales; and the incredible opposition by farmers, politicians and even some conservationists to the return of the lynx.

			Yet remember: there’s always change. I think now that if we had really worked hard we could have restored beaver, lynx, crane and eagle owl to Scotland in the 1960s and ’70s. There would have been opposition from some of our colleagues because, in their view, that would not have been ‘natural’, but in those days there was much less organised opposition from vested interests. A few really enthusiastic people with large landholdings and sufficient funds could have forged new and exciting ecological pathways. I guess our horizons and hopes were not broad enough. Since that time, the idea of the reintroduction of charismatic species has become more formalised, more difficult and attracted greater opposition, not just from parts of the land-owning, farming, forestry and fisheries communities who see their own interests threatened, but also from individuals and bodies within nature conservation. Guidelines which were intended to help became ever more restrictive and bureaucratic. One needs to learn, often by painful processes, that the early stages of a bold idea will attract the attention of doubters and opponents to change, as well as supporters. Once a project gets started there is a shift and opposition lessens, and finally – when it is successful – the early naysayers claim ownership. But that matters little to you if your principal aim is to restore nature.

			Some of the projects described in this book have been written up in the scientific literature, often by others, but that will always have a limited readership. I have always been happy to give radio and television interviews at any time, and ready to help journalists and photographers to write good stories. That can have real impact but often leaves little permanent record. Our projects often featured in my illustrated lectures and talks to RSPB member groups and bird clubs, as well as to audiences in the wider community. I enjoyed doing these lectures, seeing the wide variation in numbers and interests, ranging from the evening with just one person, when the school janitor in the Uists forgot to put up the posters, to an audience of more than two thousand scientists at a major conference in Glasgow. This contact with the public at home and abroad often had a beneficial impact and I particularly like to encourage the young to push for change, bypassing the strictures of their seniors.

			Finally, it’s essential to realise that in the same half-century, the impacts of modern agriculture, forestry, industry, chemical pollution and humanity on the natural world have become ever more destructive. We have now reached another era, when the prospect of climate breakdown and biodiversity loss threatens life on earth. This is especially pertinent to our young people, so – alongside major ecological restoration and rewilding – there is much greater interest in and support for large-scale restoration and recovery of our native fauna and flora. It’s time to get on with the task and listen to the concerns of the young, so let’s look at the projects and species in detail to help them shape a better future.

				
					* Please find a list of organisations and acronyms here.
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			Serendipity

			The return of the majestic sea eagle
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			White-tailed eagle. (Photo by Mike Crutch/A9Birds)

			So much in life depends on good luck, on being in the right place at the right time, and for me, in 1967, the right place was the famous Fair Isle Bird Observatory in the Shetland Islands, where I was warden. My boss was the charismatic Scottish ornithologist George Waterston, who had set up the observatory and was the director of the RSPB in Scotland. He phoned me one day from his home at the Scottish Centre for Ornithology in Edinburgh, where he lived with his wife Irene, and told me that he wanted to reintroduce four young Norwegian sea eagles to Fair Isle. Would I rear and release them, he asked, and start by sounding out the crofters and letting him know what they thought? I was bowled over with excitement.

			A decade earlier, I had been a teenage birdwatcher living in Hampshire, where one of my favourite places was St Catherine’s Point, a chalk headland on the Isle of Wight reaching out into the English Channel and ideal for studying bird migration by day and night. To get there, I would catch the ferry from Portsmouth to Ryde, then take a small train before hitch-hiking the rest of the way, in those days my quickest route to out-of-the-way birdwatching sites. One day, my diary reminds me, I must have been dreaming about sea eagles – now called white-tailed eagles to distinguish them from other sea eagle species around the world – and decided that I would first of all visit Culver Cliff near Sandown. In 1780 this had been their final breeding site along the south coast of England. I walked from Bembridge, carefully choosing low tide so that I could get round the base of the cliffs and look up at the chalky white headland where the old books on Hampshire birds recorded their nest. Of course, there were no sea eagles to see that day, but I could vividly imagine them circling above me, their huge wings, bright yellow bills and white tails thrown into sharp focus by the clear, blue sky.

			The white-tailed eagle breeds throughout northern countries from Greenland and Iceland, east from Scandinavia through Russia to the northern Japanese island of Hokkaido. Originally the breeding range extended south to the Mediterranean Sea, with the last nesting records on the island of Corsica in the 1950s. Some birds from northern populations migrate south in winter. These huge eagles build big, bulky nests in cliffs, in large trees and on the ground, and lay one to three eggs, rearing up to three young. They are a generalist raptor, eating a wide range of carrion and live prey including mammals, birds and fish. Seen by many as a threat to their livestock, the species had been subject to much human persecution over the centuries, resulting in their loss as a breeding species in all countries in southern Europe, with the last breeding pair in the UK on the Isle of Skye in 1916. Even so, the bird has had ancient associations with man: even Neanderthals are thought to have decorated the wing bones, while in Neolithic times people in the Orkney Islands placed the remains of sea eagles beside human remains. This was richly brought home to me when I visited the Tomb of the Eagles on South Ronaldsay. A farmer there had discovered an underground tomb, accessible nowadays via a tunnel. Visitors can lie on a trolley and pull themselves into an underground chamber. In the last 50 years, white-tailed eagle numbers have started to increase and the bird has reclaimed lost range, such as in northeast France and the Netherlands, while populations have been reintroduced in Scotland and Ireland.

			In 1958, when I was just 18, I was the assistant warden at Lundy Island Bird Observatory, where sea eagles had nested at least two centuries before, and the following year I worked as a field ornithologist at the famous Fair Isle Bird Observatory in Shetland, where I was later to become warden. On that island there had once been two pairs of ‘ernes’, the lovely Scottish name for sea eagles. The present-day Fair Isle place name ‘Erne’s Brae’ is a memento of the days when they used to nest there, although they last bred on Fair Isle before 1840. At that point, of course, I had no idea that my life was to become so closely involved with sea eagles.

			George Waterston’s vision of restoring sea eagles to Scotland had been with him for many years; in 1959 he had helped his cousin, Pat Sandeman, when he arranged to save three sea eagles from being killed in Norway when they were still regarded as pests. Pat released them in Glen Etive in Argyllshire, but the adult was caught at a chicken farm and taken to Edinburgh, while one of the young was killed nearby in a fox trap and the third simply disappeared. Although the attempt was unsuccessful, neither man gave up on their idea, and in 1962 George joined the Norwegian expert, Johan Willgohs, when he was surveying sea eagles on the coast north of Bergen. This was a great stimulus to George, and Mike Everett, an RSPB colleague, told me that, from then on, his office walls were papered with even more photographs of sea eagles. Whenever Pat called by, the two men would enthusiastically discuss how to make another attempt. Things would quieten down, another year would go by, but in July 1966, in Cambridge, George gave a paper to the 14th World Conference of the International Committee for Bird Protection, and advocated reintroductions, especially that of sea eagles. He received support from some ornithologists but a cold shoulder from others. Foreign support was probably the turning point, with Professor Karl Voous of Amsterdam, who supported the proposal in a letter to Peter Conder, head of the RSPB, because the species was in such great decline, remarking, ‘Indeed, the enthusiasm for reintroduction is a kind of contagious disease.’ Kai Curry-Lindahl, the eminent Swedish ornithologist, was very supportive and gave practical advice, while the expert himself, Johan Willgohs, supported it and offered to collect four young eagles.

			George discussed the idea with the National Trust for Scotland, the owners of Fair Isle, and secured their agreement. He wrote to me, asking me to go to the islanders and ask if they could arrange a meeting of the island committee in mid-September, when he would be briefly on the island. He would give a talk on sea eagles and, being George, he also asked if there could be a Fair Isle dance afterwards, which always offered a great chance to catch up on island news. The meeting took place, there was a wide-ranging discussion, and George’s request did not fall on deaf ears, with the islanders giving their tacit support, with just one proviso: ‘If they start eating our sheep, they’ll have to go!’ It would be my job to rear and release them. I was thrilled to get such a fantastic opportunity, which would turn out to add excitement to my life for many years to come.

			In my archives I found a letter I wrote to George on 12 November 1967, along with a six-page memo, entitled ‘Reintroduction of the white-tailed eagle to Fair Isle as a scientific experiment’. I outlined my thoughts on the project, the reasons for the birds’ extinction and the potential for success. The last pair bred on Sheep Rock between 1825 and 1840. This was at a time when the island population was rising rapidly, going from 160 people in 1801 to 232 in 1841; this was also a time when sheep were becoming more common in Scotland. I said the species was most unlikely to recolonise naturally because of its sedentary nature and low numbers, so reintroduction was essential. Food on Fair Isle was plentiful and the latest seabird counts (pairs) in 1966 gave fulmar 5,000 (there were none when the sea eagle last nested), shag 1,100, eider 150, oystercatcher 88, herring gull 300, kittiwake 7,900, guillemot 5,600, razorbill 1,000, puffin 15–16,000 and black guillemot 150–200. I included a list of when they were available as prey. Fish around the isle were plentiful, with larger fish, like ling, washed up on the beaches after storms. Rabbits were very plentiful, too, with possibly 3,000 present in autumn. We needed to keep a close watch on lambs in spring. The sea eagles could increase bird tourism and the resulting income, and Fair Isle’s isolation would deter future egg collectors and indiscriminate birdwatchers and photographers.

			The next months were hectic for George as he drew up a proposal. Peter Conder wrote to George on 6 February 1968, explaining the need for a concise report, preferably one sheet of foolscap, to be presented to the RSPB conservation committee on 28 February. It then would have to go to the International Council for Bird Preservation, British section AGM on 6 March, to the Advisory Committee for the Protection of Birds for Scotland on 7 March, to the RSPB Council on 13 March and to the General Committee of the Nature Conservancy on 2 May. Again, George received knockbacks from various members of the ornithological establishment, but he also received support from senior scientists, including Dr Derek Ratcliffe and Dr Adam Watson. George was eager to bring in the birds in 1968; he had estimated the cost to the RSPB to be £750, but producing a film for television would be extra. He was cutting it fine but got final approval from the Nature Conservancy in June.

			Fair Isle was chosen for the project because of its remoteness, the abundance of prey species and the fact that the experiment could be conducted by the resident observatory staff. It is a beautiful but isolated island, measuring about 5 kilometres from north to south and 3 kilometres wide, lying between Shetland to the north and Orkney to the south. It’s a rugged island with big cliffs, but the more fertile southern part was where the 70 or so islanders lived on their crofts, cultivated their crops of oats, potatoes, turnips and hay and kept a few cows and hens, as well as sheep. Lighthouses at the north and south ends of the island were each occupied by three families when I lived there with my own family in the 1960s. The northern end of the island was heather moorland, rising to the top of Ward Hill at 232 metres, and this was where the islanders kept the majority of their sheep. We lived at the Bird Observatory, based in old naval huts which nestled in the slope running down to the harbour where the island boat, Good Shepherd, was moored. In summer the island was thronged with seabirds, with thousands of guillemots, razorbills, puffins and kittiwakes on the cliffs, and great and arctic skuas on the land.

			[image: ]

			Fair Isle Bird Observatory, the author’s former home at the old naval station at North Haven; distinctively shaped Sheep Rock in the background.

			Once we knew that the sea eagles were to arrive in late June, it was my job to work out how to look after them and then to release them. There was no handbook on what to do, so I drew on my knowledge of looking after other species as well as a bit of agricultural know-how and decided to house them in four large cages, each 3.6 metres square and 1.8 metres high. Subsequently, we called them ‘hacking cages’, as the rearing in captivity of raptors for falconry and releasing them to fly was known as hacking. The cages were made of wooden frames and wire netting and they were built in pairs, each cage containing a small roosting shelter, a log of wood and a central perch. The first two were built by my assistant warden, Tony Mainwood, and myself on the hill slope of Erne’s Brae, just south of Ward Hill, facing eastwards. At the observatory we were well used to this sort of work, as we often had to repair our big Heligoland traps, also made of timber and wire netting, which we used for catching migrant birds for ringing and research. We built the second pair of cages on the cliff top of Roskillee, just north of the observatory. The cages were made in such a way that, when the young were ready to be released, the front of each individual cage could be lowered down to allow the eagles to leave. Before building the cages, I had made the decision to keep the eaglets apart in case there was fighting between them, but a male and a female would live adjacent to each other in each set of cages. Soon we were ready and eager to start.

			Johan Willgohs, the authority on the species in Norway, was ready to collect four young eagles once the Norwegian government had given permission for the birds to be collected and exported to Scotland. Sea eagles, along with other large raptors, had been habitually destroyed in Norway, much to the concern of conservationists, and Johan advocated that the species should be protected. He and his wife Einey visited eyries in Trondelag in northern Norway in the spring and returned in mid-June to collect four young eagles, two males and two females, from different eyries. The Loganair Islander aircraft, based in Orkney to run the new inter-island air service, was chartered for the occasion and, on 24 June, flew back from Bergen to Kirkwall airport with Johan, Einey and three of the young birds – the fourth had been delayed by a late arrival of a coastal ferryboat in Norway. The regular pilot, Captain Andy Alsop, soon set off for Fair Isle and landed the plane on the island’s gravel airstrip. The eaglets had landed.

			[image: ]

			Arrival of the first Norwegian sea eagles at Fair Isle on Loganair Islander aircraft in 1968. From left to right, author, Johan Willgohs and George Waterston. (Photo by Dennis Coutts)

			A few days earlier, George Waterston had come to Fair Isle for the momentous occasion, along with John Arnott from BBC Scotland and Dennis Coutts, a photographer from Lerwick who was a friend of ours and a keen birdwatcher. Also staying at the observatory, by chance, was a young friend of mine from Inverness, John Love, who was later to become the main player in the sea eagle saga. We unloaded the first large cardboard box from the plane and opened the lid, to be confronted by the first of the massive eaglets. What awesome birds they were: huge, solid birds with big sharp bills and large feet and talons, and dark soulful eyes. Since then, our reaction at the sight of those birds – they are huge! – has been repeated again and again, every time a new person peers into a cardboard box to see their first young sea eagle. Once we had them unloaded, we took a pair in the observatory van to Erne’s Brae, where each bird was put on an ‘eyrie’ or nest, built inside the shelter, with a supply of cut-up rabbit. The first two had been named Ingrid and Jesper by Johan and Einey; the third eaglet, a female called Torvaldine, was placed in the cage at Roskillee.

			Over refreshments back at the observatory, Johan brought me up to date with each bird and its character, and gave me expert advice on how to feed them. With great excitement and anticipation, we returned to the cages that evening and fed each eaglet by hand with fish and pieces of rabbit. We immediately recognised that each had a different nature. Torvaldine was a noisy and bold female, who fed readily from our hand and was able to tear up large pieces of food; Ingrid was quieter and would pick up and eat pieces of fish placed in front of her; Jesper, the male, adopted a cowering posture and refused to have anything to do with us. That first day I force-fed him by opening his bill and pushing in some fish, but we decided to leave cut-up food in his cage and, next day, found that it had all been devoured. We were learning our first lessons.

			Those first few days were busy times, with radio interviews for the BBC’s Afield programme, recording for a Sea Eagles for Fair Isle film by the RSPB, photo sessions and a chance for island and observatory friends to view our new charges. The fourth eaglet arrived on a Scandinavian Airlines flight to Glasgow airport at 50 minutes past midnight on 6 July. George wrote to me: ‘I collected it and it slept in my dormobile with me overnight in the car park, and after giving it a breakfast of fish I put it on the Shetland plane at 10 am. If it’s a female call it Einey or Johan if a male.’ It was looked after at Sumburgh and put on board the Good Shepherd on 9 July. It was a male, so the newly named Johan was put in a cage next door to Torvaldine. Our small, precious brood was complete.

			I was eager to move to the next stage because I had decided the eaglets had two key requirements: plenty of food and as little human disturbance as possible. It was important that they remained wild, so human contact was to be minimised. As soon as they were able to tear up fish and dead rabbits, we started to cut down on our visits. We gave each eaglet about a kilo of meat or fish per day but we found that, usually, they didn’t eat it all. In the first few weeks they spent a lot of their time lying down in the shelters or in the sun. They roosted in their shelters at night and were in them well before dusk; in fact, we often put two or three days’ quota of food in each cage in darkness, so that the birds wouldn’t see us and become used to our presence.

			Each day, one of us would hunt rabbits or secure fish to feed the eaglets, and they grew rapidly. By 7 July, the first eaglet was seen perching freely on its log; on the 13th, Jesper was doing wing-flapping exercises, and he made his first flight across the cage seven days later. By the last week of July the three older birds were flying well, while Johan, the second male who arrived later, was younger and less advanced. They became shyer when they started to fly, and Torvaldine stopped calling at us when we approached. The main reason I had made the cages just 3.6 metres across was to lessen the risk of damage to the birds when they started to fly, because the further they could fly, the heavier their crash against the wire netting. With a short distance, they could not get up speed but could flap their wings to exercise. After two weeks, the restlessness slowed down and they spent lots of time preening their feathers and watching the world outside.

			Once all the eaglets had been successfully reared to the flying stage, plans were made for their release. Aggressive skuas were nesting on the hill, so we delayed the releases until they had left for the winter. I did not want a mob of bonxies (great skuas) chasing one of our precious ernes over the cliffs and out to sea. I also suggested that one eagle should be released and allowed to settle down on the isle before another be set free – as usual, hedging our bets. Tony and I caught up each eagle for colour ringing and to check its weight, measurements and condition. While handling them, we were struck by the distinct warmth of their legs, feet and bills, which was quite unlike any of the many other species that I had handled for ringing.

			The following table gives the weights, measurements and colour rings of the four young sea eagles:

			Sea eagle stats, Fair Isle, 1968
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			The difference between the large females and the smaller males was very obvious, especially in their weights and the size of their huge bills. When they arrived they had been nearly at their full body weight, so the main difference was in the big growth of the flight and tail feathers. I was delighted that their feathers showed remarkably few starvation marks, which are caused by a day with no food, apart from a few small ones which corresponded with the time when they were first collected from the eyries.

			By the evening of 15 September we had fixed a release mechanism on the side of one cage with a pull-cord running across the Mire of Vatnagard to a hide, from which we could observe the eagles. From under cover, I could pull away one side of the cage from a long distance away, allowing Ingrid to come out of her cage of her own accord without being frightened. The 16th of September was a fine, clear day with no rain, so just after dawn – crouched in my hide – I pulled away the side of the cage. The others watched from the airstrip, much further away. Ingrid looked at the opening for five minutes, and then, rather than flying, out she walked. She stalked slowly up the hill, stopping for short rests to survey the scene and, 25 minutes later, reached the top of the slope about 100 metres from her cage. A raven flew in and landed beside her. Almost immediately the raven flew off and the eagle followed, the two of them soaring over the hill for several minutes before the eagle landed – rather clumsily – in the same place. Ten minutes later she was off again and soared over Skinner’s Glig, only to be mobbed by a peregrine and chased towards North Felsigeo on the west cliffs. It was amazing for us to see this huge bird, after an absence of well over a century, soaring over Fair Isle. It was also a new experience for the birds of the island, which suddenly found themselves with such a large neighbour. Later that day, on my bird migration survey, I called by Upper Stonybreak to chat to my friend Georgie Stout, whose croft faced Ward Hill. ‘I’ve seen your bird!’ he said. ‘Looked just like a barn door flying across the sky!’ Little did he know that his description would go down in illustrative ornithological speak and is still used to this day.

			And so began a period of intense observation, of learning how these birds behaved in the wild. Ingrid was regularly mobbed by ravens and hooded crows, both in flight and on the ground, while fulmars just glided beside her over the cliffs. She did not come back to the cage for food but searched the beaches instead, and was seen eating a freshly killed oystercatcher and great black-backed gulls shot by an islander. With a spell of good weather, Jesper – in the Erne’s Brae cage – was released at 5.15 pm on 2 October; he flew out of the cage and was filmed by Dennis Coutts heading to the northwest cliffs. The next day he was flying with Ingrid. At 12.20 pm on 4 October we released Johan. He flew straight out of the cage and stayed in the air for 30 minutes, soaring over Ward Hill. On 5 October, all three eagles started to return to Roskillee to feed on carrion left in or beside the empty cages. The last of our sea eagles, Torvaldine, was set free at 2.40 pm on 20 October. She landed outside the cages and then flew off low over the sea towards the North Lighthouse. We then moved the food dump of carrion further north, to Wirvie.

			These were exciting days for us and for the many birdwatchers who had arrived for the migration season. As well as seeing rare and exciting bird migrants, they were treated to the spectacle of these huge sea eagles soaring up over the cliffs. It was memorable to be part of this fantastic project.

			In late October we had some strong northeast gales and the eagles hunkered down in the sheltered cliffs on the west side of Fair Isle. Although we did not see any of the eagles kill their own prey, Torvaldine was observed close to an injured greylag goose. Later, the dead goose had been carried away by an eagle. From this time onwards, they preferred to carry away food, to eat it in the cliffs.

			By the end of the month we realised that Johan had left the island. Eddie Balfour, the Orkney RSPB man, reported to me that a sea eagle had been seen there but he had not confirmed the sighting. Throughout November and December, the three remaining sea eagles spent most of their time in the high northwest cliffs, so we placed food dumps at Erne’s Brae and Toor o’da Ward Hill, the latter involving a hazardous scramble down the cliffs. It was a great boost to the project that my assistant, Tony Mainwood, agreed to overwinter at the Bird Observatory so that he could supply the birds with dead rabbits and gulls during the winter months, as well as monitor progress. He saw the birds collecting the food most days in December, and a pellet containing fish bones showed they were scavenging as well. On fine days they would soar and play together in the air, often giving long, shrill calls. These tremendous flying displays, especially over the cliff edges, were carried out even in the strongest winds. We were thrilled at how well they were fitting into a life on Fair Isle.

			During January and February they were seen most days, with all three eagles seen on 33 days. The food dumps on the Tour o’da Ward Hill and Erne’s Brae were maintained throughout the two months and the following carrion was provided: Ninety-three rabbits, four gulls, three lumps of mutton, most of a small grey seal carcass, a feral cat, five guillemots, five shags, one fulmar and one puffin. The rabbits were shot with a .22 rifle, while most of the remainder was found washed up on the beaches and transported to the hill. In February the three birds were seen together more often in the air and they developed a habit of flying down the west cliffs, across Meoness and up to Sheep Rock each morning, searching the beaches for carrion. In the third week of February they were seen regularly in the Sheep Rock area, in fact on several occasions perched on the highest point, no doubt exactly where the ernes perched in ancient times. In the last week of the month all three visited Hesswalls to feed on a large grey seal carcass washed up on the beach.

			I returned to the island on 25 February after our winter break on the mainland and, as the plane landed us at the airstrip, saw all three eagles flying over the hill. I went out immediately with Tony to witness their fantastic aerial abilities. These are birds which can glide powerfully along the cliff tops on even the stormiest days. The main display consisted of the male diving down to a female in mid-air, the female turning on her back to present her outstretched talons to the diving bird. Occasionally they would touch talons and a few times were seen to spiral down, talons linked, for a short distance. Once I saw the male eagle do a full roll with fully spread wings. During these displays, the eagles – probably just the females – gave a long squealing call rather like a young razorbill calling from its nest. This call was also heard from the birds when they were perched together on the ground.

			It was also fascinating to see how they interacted with other creatures on the island. Although the eagles came to the food dumps and carried away rabbit carcasses – some of which had been placed in the position adopted by crouching live rabbits – there was no evidence that they ever attacked or attempted to kill a live one. The island rabbits still showed no fear of the eagles soaring overhead and did not hide or bolt down their burrows. Neither did the eagles attack any sheep, although once, on Malcolm’s Head, an eagle was seen to hover over a flock in an inquisitive manner, while Torvaldine, the least shy bird, would hover over any dog running about in the open on the hill. The eagles were no longer bothered by crows or ravens; in fact, they were dominant when all three species were at carrion, but peregrines would chase them when they flew near their nest site, south of Sheep Rock.

			[image: ]

			Female sea eagle, Torvaldine, carrying off dead rabbit from carrion dump at Ward Hill, March 1969.

			In early March, with a southeast wind, oiled seabirds, mainly guillemots, came ashore, dead or dying, which in those days was not unusual. On the first day of the month we found 25 guillemots on the beaches, and another 25 the next day. At this time, the eagles quartered the southeast-facing geos and carried up seabird carcasses from the tideline. The female eagle, Ingrid, left the threesome after 6 March and led a rather solitary existence in the west cliffs, where she found all her own food. Torvaldine and Jesper went regularly to the Erne’s Brae carrion dump and Jesper often fed on the female’s carrion after she was finished. In the early part of the month I built a hide at Erne’s Brae and from it photographed the sea eagles and ravens. By this time, I thought they were finding half their own food in the form of carrion. On 27 March one eagle was seen hovering over a dead kittiwake in the sea off Hesti Geo but did not pick it up.

			On 12 and 20 March, Torvaldine was seen hovering over sheep at Setter and Erne’s Brae but made no attempt to attack them or land close to them. On 12 March she was perched on the cliff opposite Erne’s Brae while I was in the hide. I saw one of the islanders driving his tractor across the airstrip, nearly half a mile away, his collie dog running alongside. I noticed Torvaldine bobbing her head and looking inquisitively in that direction; almost immediately she took off, flew right over to the airstrip and hovered over the dog for a few minutes before returning to her perch on the cliff. The behaviour seemed to be purely inquisitive; she was not hungry, as there was plenty of food available at the dump. On one occasion, two eagles were seen washing in a freshwater pool on Sukka Mire.

			On 23 March 1969 I wrote to George asking that we replace our lost male with a new one from Norway in the summer. In a two-page letter, I also said: ‘if the mystery bird in Orkney proves to be Johan we should trap it and take it back to the isle. If we lost our second male, it would be best to trap a sub-adult or adult in Norway. I’ll write and sound out Johan Willgohs. I also think we should give the experiment a broader base by establishing a second reintroduction site away from Fair Isle. I think Hermaness in Unst, Fetlar or Fitful Head and Sumburgh – all in Shetland – are my favourites. If we could get permission I’d recommend four new eaglets this summer for Shetland and a replacement to Fair Isle. Last year we were offered some captive birds from the continent but after my observations of our sea eagles I am very much against using any sea eagles which have been caged for any length of time. I have noticed a difference in behaviour between Torvaldine, who was caged for the longest time, and subjected more to visitors, and the two eagles at Erne’s Brae, which are much shyer. In future I would strongly advise that eagles in cages be left strictly undisturbed and visitors are asked never to go within view of the cages, and that feeding visits are kept down to once every three days or so.’ All my suggestions were based on one main principle: keeping the birds wild.

			For the whole of April, Torvaldine and Jesper were together, usually in the northwest cliffs, where they roosted. Ingrid was last seen on 12 April at Lerness and Guidicum; she appeared to be in excellent condition and I was certain she had decided to leave the island. Sometimes, on good days, the eagles would soar very high over the island, with Orkney and Shetland clearly visible about 40 kilometres away, and I wondered if they might even, at the clearest times, have seen the clouds over Norway, 375 kilometres to the east. In late April I received two unconfirmed reports of a large eagle north of Whalsay and at Vidlin in Shetland, but it was not properly identified.

			Dead rabbits and seabirds were provided at Erne’s Brae throughout April and May but the sea eagles came less regularly; maybe the skuas, which had returned to breed, were too aggressive for them. Of course we wanted to know what would happen when lambing of the small Shetland sheep started, so we kept a careful watch on the hill, where the crofters were frequently out working with their sheep. It was encouraging to record that there was not a single report of the eagles killing a lamb during the lambing season on the island. In fact, there was not even one observation of them eating or carrying away a dead lamb.

			On 8 May we gathered the first evidence of an important step in our experiment when a Mr and Mrs Lienart (two Belgian birdwatchers staying at the Bird Observatory) watched the two eagles soaring over the west cliffs at Skinner’s Glig and saw one of them catch a fulmar in flight before releasing it, apparently unharmed. A little while later this episode was repeated; the eagle carried the struggling fulmar for a few seconds and then let it go. On 10 May I was at Erne’s Brae and disturbed both eagles from Matchi Stack; as they flew across the geo to Lerness, there was tremendous panic among the fulmars and kittiwakes, and to a lesser extent the puffins. Eight days later, I saw both eagles half-heartedly chasing fulmars at Guidicum, but on the early morning of the 20th I found the remains of two freshly killed fulmars at one of the eagles’ favourite perches on the high cliffs above South Felsigeo. Only the bill, legs and feathers were left, and it was obvious that the young eagles had mastered the technique of catching adult fulmars in flight, killing and eating them.

			Very early on the morning of 20 May, a beautiful day, I was walking from Wester Lother towards Dronga, in the far northwest of the island, when I saw both eagles soaring over the cliffs; at times they were mobbed by a hooded crow. With my binoculars I could see that Torvaldine was carrying something in her talons and trying to peck at it with her bill. About 15 minutes later, when I reached the high cliffs above Felsigeo, I could see that she was carrying a clear glass bottle, about a half-pint size, by the neck. As I watched, she flew high over Felsigeo still trying to peck at the bottle, but lost her grip, the bottle dropping 250 metres into the sea. I thought she had probably seen it glistening in the water and had picked it out, perhaps thinking it was a silvery fish. Torvaldine’s moult was now advanced and only six old feathers remained in her tail.

			That afternoon, a sea eagle twice flew past the Bird Observatory; it was repeatedly mobbed by gulls and crows over Buness. Later it was at the Sheep Rock and then flew across the hill, chased by skuas, to land in an exhausted state on the north shoulder of Burrashield. We could not get close enough to identify the bird from the colour ring combination, but it was a female and, because of its exhausted condition, we thought it was Ingrid. The weather that day was very good, with excellent visibility to Shetland and Orkney. On the following days, only the usual pair was present, though, so maybe she had returned to the isle and then left again.

			June started off very well, with both eagles seen on the 1st and a freshly killed fulmar found near Erne’s Brae. When disturbed, the two eagles were mobbed by herring gulls off the Tour o’da Ward Hill and then flew south to Troila Geo. The pair was seen in the northwest cliffs each day, up to and including the 7th. We then had a spell of very good weather, with excellent visibility, and we realised that Torvaldine had gone. Although none of the three sea eagles was seen leaving the isle, it is worth mentioning that on occasions the eagles soared very high – up to 600 metres – over the island and out over the sea, for up to 5 kilometres, before returning to the cliffs. So now we were down to just one young sea eagle.

			Throughout June, Jesper was observed in the very high north and west cliffs; he was by this time in heavy moult, which was normal. On 29 June, Jesper was seen at Easter Lother eating a fulmar in the cliff; on 2 July, an eagle flew over the shoulder of Ward Hill, while on 3 July he was disturbed from the seabird colony in a rock pile on the beach at Wester Lother and flew off towards Millens Houllan. A search showed that two young shags had been eaten on their nests.

			Then followed nearly six weeks without a sighting, but Jesper had obviously led a secretive life in the north cliffs because, on 13 August, he was disturbed from the large sea cave at Lericum, just west of the North Lighthouse. He was seen in the same place on 16 and 18 August, and fresh kills of young fulmars, shags and gulls were found on the beach. On 19 August, Gordon Barnes, a crofter on Fair Isle, climbed down to Lericum beach and the sea eagle flew out of the cave, tried to land on an offshore skerry but fell into the sea. It flapped and struggled in the water but could not become airborne; instead, it drifted ashore where it was caught and examined. It was Jesper, fat and well fed, but with his whole plumage soiled, each feather matted and smelling strongly of fulmar oil. The fulmar has a defence mechanism of spitting really revolting oil at any approaching predator – or bird ringer – and over the years we had found raptors such as peregrine falcons and honey buzzards completely incapacitated by it. This appeared to have happened to Jesper: each time the eagle had approached a young fulmar on a nest ledge, he would have been spat at by the bird, before and during the struggle to take it as prey. The eagle was carried up the beach and left on the rocks. He was seen in the same geo – narrow inlet – on 20, 21 and 22 August, but by 28 August he had moved round to Easter Lother, where there was a dead gull on the beach. This was the last sighting of a sea eagle on the island, and I concluded that fulmar oil had led to his death, probably through drowning in the sea.
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			A fulmar defends its egg by spitting pungent stomach oil at an intruder. (Photo by Annelies Leeuw/Alamy Stock Photo)

			It was a sad end to our project. On the positive side, we had demonstrated that young sea eagles could be safely translocated from Norway to Scotland and successfully reared in cages without becoming tame or damaged. We had designed an effective hacking cage and found that the birds learned quickly to tear up their own food in captivity. We had shown that the eagles could be successfully released and attracted to food dumps over long periods, to encourage them to overwinter at the release site. They had learned where to roost and the best beaches for finding carrion, and they had frequented the exact places where the species nested long ago. They had learned to kill seabirds, but obviously would need to learn how to deal more effectively with fulmars, as there was no doubt that oiling from the young could cause serious problems.

			At the time I was optimistic that some of our sea eagles might be alive in nearby islands, on mainland Scotland or even back in Norway, and we now know that young Norwegian sea eagles released in Scotland can return to their homeland to breed. I received unsubstantiated reports from northern Scotland and the Outer Hebrides, and a strong lead led me to make a visit to Whiten Head, in north Sutherland, in late March 1969, but my day’s search revealed no sea eagle.

			I was convinced that it would be well worth continuing the experiment by bringing in more birds, but I was no longer sure that Fair Isle was the best choice. It had many advantages but it was small, and suffered from a lack of secluded cliffs where the young eagles could peacefully roost, eat their food and moult without being continually disturbed and mobbed by gulls and other species, such as great skuas. It was some consolation that the law in Norway had been changed and that sea eagles were now protected; it is satisfying to think that the experimental reintroduction at Fair Isle helped to influence this decision. I was, though, sad that I had failed to help realise George’s dream of having sea eagles breed once more on Fair Isle. His efforts to get them there were Herculean and, sadly, he died before knowing that his project paved the way to final success.

			In 1969 I was engaged in a massive project to build a brand-new bird observatory at Fair Isle so we could move out of the old naval huts, which had been in use since 1948. The following year was a very busy one, as we brought the new observatory into commission and welcomed hundreds of visitors. That was my last year there; in the winter, I moved with my family to the mainland and started a new job with the RSPB in the Highlands.

			Successful Nature Conservancy reintroduction, 1975–85

			While sea eagles necessarily became less of a priority for me, I had now, like George and Pat before me, been bitten by the bug. In my view it wasn’t a matter of ‘if’ sea eagles would breed again in Scotland – it was ‘when’. In the RSPB there was no appetite for reintroductions; the subject was, in fact, off limits, as it was with much of the ornithological establishment in Britain. Reintroductions were simply taboo. But this didn’t stop those of us who still wished to realise the dream from talking it over when we met on field trips or at meetings. The Nature Conservancy staff were really kind to me when I started working for the RSPB in the Highlands in 1970. I was a lone worker and they took me under their wing. The Aviemore staff helped me with office space and, when I moved to the Black Isle (not an island at all, but an area across the firth north of Inverness) a few years later, I became firm friends with Andrew Currie, their man in Easter Ross, as well as with the staff at the headquarters in Inverness. They included Niall Campbell, Martin Ball, Peter Tilbrook and Sandy Maclennan, and we often worked together on conservation matters, especially relating to the arrival of North Sea oil, a massive challenge to nature.

			Sometime in 1974 it was whispered to me that Dr Ian Newton at the Nature Conservancy headquarters in Edinburgh, with support from the chief scientist Dr Derek Ratcliffe, was working on a new sea eagle reintroduction proposal. My diary tells me that on 18 October I talked with Martin Ball and Niall Campbell in Inverness, because they wished to know all about my experience with sea eagles at Fair Isle, while on 11 November 1974 I visited the Nature Conservancy head office at Hope Terrace in Edinburgh to talk with the director John Morton Boyd, Tony Colling (the species licensing officer) and Ian Newton about their sea eagle proposal, as well as about goshawks. Morton was an old friend of mine. He had taken me on grey seal expeditions to the Hebrides and North Rona in the autumns of 1961 and 1962 and we had become great friends (despite him pulling rank on me in a game of Scrabble when camping on North Rona over my game-clinching use of the word ‘zany’). My problem, though, was that my organisation, the RSPB, was not in favour of reintroductions, so I had to keep a low profile and make certain that my contribution to any discussions was a private one.

			The decision to move forward was made and Martin Ball was tasked with making it happen on the island of Rum, the Nature Conservancy National Nature Reserve in the Inner Hebrides. Martin was a near neighbour of mine on the Black Isle, so we regularly chatted, often on the Kessock car ferry to Inverness, like something out of a John le Carré novel. One day, I mentioned to him that John Love was back home in Inverness from Aberdeen University and looking for an interesting challenge. I was delighted when John got the job of sea eagle project officer. Suddenly, it was all go. On the evening of 2 May, Martin and Sheila Ball and John Love came round to my home to talk about the Fair Isle project. The Nature Conservancy went on to build cages on Rum similar to my Fair Isle ones, Martin went on a recce to Norway with Johan Willgohs, the RAF had agreed to transport the birds from Norway, and John Love went to Bodø in June to help Johan collect them. John Love has written a full history of the project in two superb books, The Return of the Sea Eagle and A Saga of Sea Eagles.

			I was very envious and wished I had been in Norway with John, but on 26 June 1975 Martin took me with him to RAF Kinloss, not far from where I lived, to collect the young sea eagles. In the 1970s and ’80s, Kinloss was a very busy Air Force base, with the big maritime surveillance Nimrod aircraft regularly patrolling the seas off northern Norway as part of the NATO Cold War operations. RAF Kinloss also had an active ornithological society (RAFKOS) with some really good birdwatchers. I was often asked to give talks at their monthly evening meetings and became good friends with many of them.

			We were taken into the base at 5 pm and met the commanding officer and his staff; the plane was due at six, so we assembled near the apron to watch the big grey plane come in from the sea under an overcast sky and thunder down the runway. Once it was parked, four big cardboard boxes were carried down the steps and we were able to open them and inspect the eagles. They were bigger than the ones I had received on Fair Isle and all were in excellent condition. We loaded them into Martin’s vehicle and drove them to his office in Inverness, where we fed all of them on fish. In my view they were four very fit young sea eagles. Martin and I then set off to Rum and I learned that John had to find a much slower way home, by commercial aircraft, as only the birds were allowed to fly with the military in that first year. We had a midnight sailing from Mallaig, with lots of sightings of Manx shearwaters low over the sea, arriving at Rum at 1 am. Peter Corkhill, the nature reserve manager, was there in the dim light of the Highland summer to transport us to the eagle cages. The young eagles were placed in their new quarters, given fresh fish, and we went back for a hurried sleep before catching the ferry at 9 am. As we drove back to my house on the Black Isle, I felt absolutely thrilled that a new and bigger project had started, and that this time there would be success. By means of phone calls and chats, I gave positive support whenever asked.

			The next year, 1976, John and Harald Misund collected 10 young; and after meeting John at RAF Kinloss I took some of these eaglets in my car while the others travelled with John and Martin. I set out to Rum in the evening, and after putting the birds in the release cages I stayed overnight with John at his house overlooking Village Bay and checked the eaglets first thing. It was great to see 10 healthy young, a really meaningful step in ensuring success in the future. That year I returned on 20 September with Ian Newton and Len and Pat Campbell, university friends of John’s; we had an interesting boat journey to the island via Eigg and Canna, landing at Rum at 4 pm. We held a sea eagle group meeting in the amazing Kinloch Castle in the evening, and next morning we viewed the eaglets. My notebook records that we reckoned there were three males and four females but that we were unsure about the others. (John later proved that there was an equal number of each sex.) Even at this stage, though, we were always looking to the future and at how to broaden the project out in the years to come. We had discussions about holding a small number of eagles for captive breeding; on 30 January 1977 John gave an excellent lecture at the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club annual conference; and the following afternoon we all assembled at the Nature Conservancy HQ in Edinburgh to plan the next steps.
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			Ian Newton and author viewing young sea eagle on its shelter at Rum, 1976. (Photo by John Love)

			The next year, on 6 March 1978, I was at a meeting at the Aviemore office with the Nature Conservancy team and Doug Weir, of the Highland Wildlife Park, discussing further the ideas of captive breeding on Rum, or with a couple of captive birds at the Wildlife Park. This plan was later abandoned as it would have been very difficult and was not endorsed by the Norwegians. On 20 June I was invited to join the collecting trip to Bodø in North Norway. It was a 4 am start, so that I could attend crew briefing at RAF Kinloss and depart in the Nimrod reconnaissance aircraft at 8 am. These flights were operational sorties, with the collection of sea eagles a kind of add-on, so the crew spent several hours searching for submarines and boats in the North Sea before heading north. We could move about the plane and frequently ended up in the galley for a chat and tea. When we landed at the Norwegian Air Force base at Bodø, I met Harald Misund for the first time, and Morton, who had arrived earlier. Harald, who was a Norwegian Air Force officer and the local sea eagle expert, took us into the hills and along the coast where we viewed four different white-tailed eagle breeding locations – the wild flowers were plentiful and beautiful, and in the pale sunlight, close to midnight, redwings and fieldfares were singing. It was really good to meet Harald, as without him the project would not be progressing so well. As a serving officer of the Norwegian Air Force, he made arrangements at Bodø air base easier, but I did note his wish that we should let all the eagles fly free as soon as they were ready: he did not like them held in captivity. We had a late night and an early start when the eight eaglets were loaded onto the Nimrod. It was a high-level flight home and from 9,000 metres I could see the oil rigs in the Shetland Basin and then my old home, Fair Isle – where we had first reintroduced the sea eagle – sunlit in the ocean. Martin and my RSPB colleague Roger Broad then took the eagles to Rum.

			By 1978 the first of the released sea eagles from Rum were starting to explore Scotland, with two on the Isle of Canna and one even roaming as far as Loch Ruthven near Inverness. In cooperation with John on Rum, at my RSPB office near Inverness, we started to receive sightings and we encouraged people to look out for the birds, with appeals on local radio and in the papers. The famous Caithness Glass company in Wick engraved a sea eagle paper weight for the project to gift to Harald when John went to receive six eaglets in 1979. Another eight young were reared and released on Rum in 1980, another five in 1981 and 10 again in 1982, when the Norwegian Air Force brought them over to Kinloss, as the RAF were fully engaged with the Falklands war. In 1981, the Nature Conservancy, in view of funding difficulties and the need for outside funding and wider representation, set up a more formal white-tailed eagle steering group. That committee is still active, but of the original members only John and I remain.

			The year 1983 was a special one for me with the sea eagles. We were sure we might be missing the first attempts at breeding, so the Nature Conservancy hired a sailing boat from Strollamas on Skye to carry out field surveys. On 14 June we sailed the yacht through the Hebrides for a week, cooking on board and sleeping in sheltered bays. It was a great expedition, with John Morton Boyd, Peter Tilbrook, Martin Ball, acting as skipper, Julian Hunter, John and myself. We searched the cliffs and islands from South Rona to Lord Macdonald’s Table north of Skye, and on to the Ascrib islands. The next day we sailed across the Minch to the Shiant Islands, where sea eagles used to breed. The seabird colonies were very impressive, especially the amazing razorbill nesting grounds on the long boulder beach. We continued to the Isle of Harris, where we anchored for the night in a big sea loch. On the 17th we had an exhilarating sail back across the Minch in rough seas, to make landfall for the night at Dunvegan. We sailed south along all the big cliffs of Skye; Julian, who had a yachtmaster’s ticket, said it was the most exciting – and by that he meant frightening – sailing trip of his life, as I was always wanting to get closer to the cliffs (and the rocks) to search for eagle eyries. In this way, we saw several pairs of golden eagles and their nests. After a night at Carbost, we sailed for Coruisk, seeing several more cliff eyries of golden eagles as well as a very rare white-billed diver on the sea. The massive north cliffs of Canna dwarfed us as we watched a pair of three-year-old sea eagles displaying above us. It was a beautiful evening, so we circumnavigated Rum, which paid off, as we found a pair of adult sea eagles eating a dead gull near a starter nest site at Sgurr na l’Iolaire, or Eagle’s Peak. We spent our last night at Rum and, next day, in deteriorating weather, we returned the boat to Skye, for our colleagues to make a second week’s search further south. Fieldwork can be exhausting, and sometimes doesn’t prove much, but it’s nearly always exhilarating. And it’s the only way, truly, to understand nature.

			A month later John invited me to join the collecting visit to Bodø and we flew out with the RAF on 13 June. We did not land until 5 pm, as the crew made a very long search for Russian submarines over the north Norway seas. John and I dozed in the back, waking only to see Mick Muttitt walk by with an extinguisher to check a small electrical fire. We landed safely, though, and Harald Misund collected us for an evening walk in the local woods. The next morning we were away by 8 am to visit areas to the north; the woods were ringing with birdsong and we saw four nest sites of sea eagles, although the only easily accessible nest was empty. At 4 pm the warden took us by small boat to the Kjerringoy islands, where we collected one young from a brood of two in a very small birch tree. Two adults were tandem flying over a nest site round the next headland, but there was only one young, which Harald ringed but left in the nest: we could only take a chick if there were at least two in the brood. As we were crossing a sound to search more islands, a flock of 15 graceful long-tailed skuas flew over, heading for their tundra nesting grounds. We visited several more eyries and ringed two young in a ground nest. As we walked across one small island a flock of twelve sub-adult and juvenile sea eagles flew out from their roost in a birch wood – it was a magical moment.
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			John Love and author at sea eagle nest on ground on small island in north Norway. One young collected for Rum. (Photo by John Love)

			Finally, in the midnight sun, we got back to Harald’s home after a fantastic, never-to-be-forgotten day – my sea eagle tally for the day was 46. The next morning, the last young sea eagle was collected from a ground nest of two young on a small islet; one of the young had wandered three metres from the nest. Later we viewed the tidal maelstrom at Saltstruman Bridge, a favourite location for sea eagles in winter when they catch big fish brought to the water surface by the tidal upwellings. In the evening Harald showed us his summer cabin hidden in the mountains. It was a wonderful hike with lady’s slipper orchids and globeflowers among a beautiful array of wild flowers, while bramblings and redwings sang in the birch trees. At Harald’s beautifully built cabin we had tea from the most delicate china tea set, and then explored the mountains, where golden eagles and gyr falcons bred and moose wandered. It was idyllic, and probably the reason we did not get back to Bodø until after midnight. The next day we flew home to Scotland; John taking the eagles onwards to Rum.

			Nineteen-eighty-five was the last year for collecting young
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Eagle 1 2 3 4

Name & sex Ingrid (F)  Jesper (M) Torvaldine (F) Johan (M)
Date 14 Sep 14 Sep 30 Aug 30 Aug
Colour ring red orange green blue

Ring leg right right left left

Wing 690mm 655mm 725mm 620mm
Wing on arrival  440mm 445mm 410mm -

Bill from cere 57mm 50mm 59mm 47mm
Bill depth 38mm 31.5mm 39mm 33mm
Tail 380mm 350mm 380mm 340mm
Weight 5.8kg 4.4kg 5.5kg 4.4kg

Weight on arrival 5.2kg 4.2kg 5.5kg -
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