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      Introduction

      This is an account of a love affair with a place and its people. This relationship started with dreams and matured into a
         reality that exceeded all expectations. The life journey that brought Shetland into my consciousness and compelled me to meet
         and get to know her more intimately is the framework of the tale that follows.
      

      The content of my conversations with those I met along the way has been paraphrased and abridged to give the essence of the
         exchange rather than pedantic detail. I hope those whose words I have adapted will forgive me. Events are relayed in a chronology
         that is broadly accurate, though I have taken liberties here and there with the timeline to help with flow and to avoid repetition.
      

      I have had the extraordinary good fortune to live and work among people who have not only welcomed me and my family to their
         home with a warmth, honesty and humility that is humbling, but who have also been instrumental in introducing us to many of
         the astonishing events, natural and man made, we have witnessed. Many are named within these pages, and it seems churlish
         to single any out. But I’m going to anyway.
      

      My heartfelt thanks go to Helen Moncrieff; RSPB warden, leg-wrestling champion, first-class naturalist, enthusiast, oracle
         on all things Shetland, social manager, and unsuspecting but staunch fact-checker for this book. I owe to her more than words
         can offer.
      

      To John Campbell, gentleman, kindred ‘otterholic’ and finest field-naturalist; for so generously sharing his special knowledge
         built up over many years of careful and caring observation of Shetland’s otters.
      

      To Brydon Thomason, enthusiast and finely skilled naturalist, for always keeping us in the loop and sharing with us some of
         the most ephemeral and dramatic wild events on the isles.
      

      To Tom Jamieson for cheerily offering the use of the Solan IV at incredibly short notice and always with a smile.

      To all those who helped to care for our daughter, Savannah, when Marguerite and I were spending long hours in the field watching
         wildlife; thank you for making her experience of Shetland rich, fun and full of love.
      

      And, glib though this may sound, a genuine and heartfelt thanks to everyone on the isles who welcomed us with such warmth,
         hospitality and honest care. Perhaps the most precious gems we have taken with us from Shetland are the friendships we have
         made.
      

      Thanks too to my publisher, Rupert Lancaster at Hodder & Stoughton; for having the courage of your convictions, sometimes
         in the face of adversity.
      

      To my agent, Caroline Michel at PFD, for unwavering support, moral and practical, especially when the precipice felt close.

      To the production team associated with the television series, especially those who lived through many of the highs and occasional
         lows of life in the Isles; thank you for your company, good humour, professionalism, discretion and support.
      

      And at the risk of sounding like a chairman at a board meeting, a few notes about the rules of the land.

      We worked closely with the authorities when watching and filming the wild creatures of Shetland. Many are shy (the animals,
         not the authorities), sensitive and rare, and are protected by law. We had to seek license to film and follow many of the
         subjects featured in the book and television series and were offered advice and support both in the planning and practice
         of observing and filming them. Common sense should prevail when watching wild creatures, but sadly there are times when enthusiasm
         and lack of experience can cloud judgement. If you have any sense that you may be causing a disturbance, then it is time to
         move away. The list of species protected by law in Shetland is almost as long as the list of species found there. If in doubt,
         check.
      

      A final word of thanks, to my wife Marguerite, who was sanguine about my love affair with Shetland and who has come to share
         the passion. I have often been absent, even when we were side by side, either lost in my world of otter spraint and distant
         diver calls or locked into the word-mine. Thank you for enduring my absence and for being there when I surfaced each time.
      

   
      Chapter 1

      Infatuation

      Nothing can prepare you for the shocking reality of the moment. Though logic and learning, research and preparation have all
         led to this point, when the gunmetal surface of the ocean swells, then bursts, to the rising black delta of the fin, still
         your heart skips and you catch your breath. And as the fin rises to impossible heights, your inner child whoops and screams
         and marvels and chills to the incongruous, magnificent, terrifying magic of it all. Then the killer whale emerges further,
         his great slick back pushing more of the quicksilver sea to one side, his breath, short and explosive, punctuating the still
         air. And you hear your own voice, your own expulsion, which may be articulate but is more likely a grunt or a squeal or an
         expletive. The oceans, the unfathomable, unknowable depths, have presented you with a glimpse of one of their most precious
         secrets. For just a moment, a leviathan has visited your world of air and land, and, for just a moment, you have connected
         with it.
      

      And then it is gone, swallowed by the sea once more, leaving only a flat pond of still water where its great tail fluke has
         pushed down and powered its four-tonne bulk beneath the surface.
      

      The journey that led to this encounter did not cross time zones. It did not require the learning of a new language – though
         that was thanks to the local community condescending to speak in accents my English ear could penetrate. It was a journey
         that began when I was still in my teens: impressionable, unconventional and searching for a focus for my passions. As with
         so many teenage infatuations, the subject I homed in on adopted the status of an idol. But unlike most it was not a person,
         not an actress or pop diva, but a place about which I obsessed.
      

      Shetland. One word to conjure dreams and hopes. Shetland – the Shetland Isles – a distant archipelago as exotic, attractive
         and inscrutable as any poster girl. And, as with so many adolescent dreams, the thought of meeting my idol one day was both
         thrilling and daunting. If left in my imagination, she could remain wild, rugged and beautiful. I would never need to know
         her true personality and risk challenging her perfect image.
      

      I did finally encounter the subject of my infatuation, though it would take over twenty years for circumstance and will to
         lead there. I would not be disappointed.
      

      On almost every map of the British Isles there nestles a small box in the top right-hand corner into which is crammed a string
         of islands. They appear ragged and torn, with names that sing of their Norse heritage, such as Yell and Unst. For most, it
         comes as some surprise to learn that the largest of these islands stretches over 70 miles from north to south; that there
         are over 100 discrete isles in the chain, 15 of which are inhabited by man, offering over 900 miles (1,450 km) of coastline
         to the ravages of the ocean. They are closer to the Arctic Circle than they are to London and almost as close to Bergen in
         Norway as they are to Aberdeen in Scotland.
      

      Three hundred miles northeast of mainland Scotland, the Shetland Isles crouch obstinately amid the otherwise uninterrupted
         might of the North Sea and stormy Atlantic, their heads held low against the winds and giant waves. Their position on the
         planet and exposure to the elements have sculpted their profile. No towering, snow-capped mountains, no swathes of coniferous
         forest (the latter as much due to the ravages of humanity as the elements) but instead a hunched defiance, a stubborn protest
         of land in the face of an incessant maritime campaign. The hardy grasses and heathers turn their backs to the worst of the
         winter weather, face away from the prevailing wind, shoulders braced to the beating. Despite the near constant onslaught of
         wind and wild weather, the coastline is largely gentle, with gradual boggy slopes running to the shore. Sweeping white-sand
         beaches, rocky foreshores backed by peat banks and shingle are the norm. But here and there, goliaths of rock rise up against
         the storm. Towering cliffs – some grey and sombre, others pallid and sculpted like melting wax – tackle the ocean’s wrath
         head-on. The inexorable might of the sea chips away at these stubborn protesters, leaving a few standing alone as rock towers
         and arches that will, in time, have their feet cut from beneath them and topple into the depths.
      

      These waters are restless, unpredictable and cold, frequently lifted into swollen giants by unchecked winter winds that rage
         and scream from the southwest. They are the same seas that swirl against the Arctic Ocean; their chilled riches nourish vast
         shoals of herring and mackerel, and on their currents countless ships have foundered and been beaten on to the rocks. Through
         their core runs the Slope Stream current, whose warming, calming influence helps prevent the full force of polar conditions
         from gripping the isles through the days of darkness from November to March. This is not just the northern edge of Britain;
         the Shetland Isles feel like the edge of the world.
      

      The disconnected cluster of rocks in the box in the top right-hand corner of my map of the British Isles was all I knew of
         Shetland as a young child. The same islands were barely visible on my globe of the earth – which doubled as my secret stash
         for unfinished Easter eggs once it had been separated from its stand and split in two along the equator. The tiny flecks of
         land were nothing more than a brown smudge lost in the sea between Britain and the Arctic; they might well have been made
         by chocolate-coated fingers pushing the planet to a close. My youthful imagination and passion for all things animal and wild
         was filled with visions of African plains or the frozen wastes of the Antarctic, and was largely blind to the idea that wilderness
         might be found much closer to home. Even as a young teenager, exploring the woods close to where I lived in southwest England,
         I had no real concept of what lay to the north – beyond the giant Cairngorm mountain chain, peppered by the tortured forms
         of ancient Scots pines. Like so many people, I had no reason to consider the northernmost hurrah of British soil as anything
         more than a lost and lonely outpost.
      

      It took the writing and photographs of a gentle and self-effacing man to propagate the seed of an interest that was to develop
         into a full-scale passion: Bobby Tulloch, Shetlander and naturalist. I first noticed his name when checking the credits attributed
         to photographs in books and magazines. My own interest in photography and attempts to capture snapshots of the natural world
         were already well established, and my curiosity to find out who was leading the way demanded that I check the creator of any
         image that caught my eye. Bobby’s name seemed to stand alone when it came to depicting European otters in the wild. Of course,
         there were many photographs of otters, most set against the lush green of an English freshwater course. But many of these,
         if not all, I assumed or deduced were taken in captivity. The otters in these images were portrayed so close up in frame that
         their enclosures were not visible, but it seemed clear to me that the wild spirit in them was somehow dimmed. They posed,
         fur fluffy and dry, necks stretched and eyes gazing wistfully off to one side or other of the frame.
      

      Bobby’s images of otters were different. Though sometimes not as crisp and clear as those portraits taken of captive creatures,
         what they lacked in technical precision they more than made up for in atmosphere and a sense of wildness. Many of these otters
         stared at the camera lens and, as such, into my own eyes. I assumed they were aware of the photographer and were on the cusp
         of flight, heads held low, nostrils flared for a hint of human scent to back up their doubts. Most were sodden from a dip
         in the sea, their chocolate-brown fur clustered in V-shaped spikes along their flanks, giving the impression of soft scales.
         Some writhed on their backs in seaweed exposed by a low tide; others lay one against the other in family groups of mothers
         with their cubs. Few were shot at such close range that their portrait excluded the world in which they lived: this was a
         world of steel-grey water bordered by rust, dark brown, yellow ochre and shades of grey; the colours of Shetland. Here and
         there, an image would appear that broke the trend of muted tones and instead was vibrant with poster-paint vivacity: impossibly
         blue waters and citron-coloured reflections of distant hills bathed in sunlight. These images, together with Bobby’s evocative
         words describing a land of Arctic splendour populated by creatures whose names rang with an exotic timbre like Arctic skuas,
         red-throated divers, bonxies (great skuas) and tysties (black guillemots), nudged my imagination away from the more showy
         natural spectacles to be found in Africa and India and towards the subtler, harder-won prizes of a land dominated by a cold
         sea.
      

      When, at seventeen years old, I took the daunting but thrilling step of leaving school and embarking on a journey to try and
         carve out a career as a wildlife film-maker, it was in the wake of a pivotal experience alongside one of the world’s leading
         specialist cameramen, Hugh Miles. Hugh had generously allowed me to shadow his work on one or two productions based in southern
         England and this privileged window into his world sealed my conviction that I should try and follow in his footsteps. During
         our conversations, I discovered that Hugh and I shared a love for a book that expressed in prose our own approach to watching
         the natural world. J. A. Baker’s The Peregrine describes one man’s winters on the east coast of Britain following these mercurial birds. His quiet, gentle dedication to
         unobtrusive observation, and his ultimate acceptance by the shy subject of his passion presented me with a modus operandi
         to which I vowed to adhere.
      

      I continued to stay in touch with Hugh as my own career began to develop, and always marvelled at his intimate, sensitive
         portrayal of the world about him, which in so many ways echoed Baker’s approach. But it was in the early 1980s that the stars
         truly lined up to ignite my Shetland obsession with a renewed fervour. Hugh had proposed to the BBC Natural History Unit a
         film about wild otters in Britain. Despite initial doubts from commissioners, he was given the go-ahead and set about a life-absorbing
         commitment to record in detail, and for the first time, otters in the wild. His advisor in the field was Bobby Tulloch. The
         location, Shetland.
      

      On The Tracks of the Wild Otter was first transmitted in 1984. It took Hugh to Shetland over two summers and one winter following the focus of his story:
         a female otter he came to know well and which, in time, came to know him. I had been in touch with Hugh during the making
         of the film and had heard some of the stories of endurance and commitment it took to achieve his goal. The resulting film
         was sublime. There was no musical score, simply the sounds of Shetland to accompany the images: the wailing calls of divers
         and the piercing laugh of kittiwakes in summer, and always the whisper or crashing cymbals of a sea whose tempo was dictated
         by the wind. The narrative followed a similar flow and dedication to that of Baker’s pursuit of the peregrine and was a very
         personal journey of frustration and elation as Hugh tried to close the gap between an elusive wild spirit and himself.
      

      I watched in awe, and with a building bubble of love for the place that had simmered in my young imagination and now was given
         more structured form through the poetry of Hugh’s images and storytelling. Hugh also produced a lavishly illustrated book
         that told in greater detail of his experiences living alongside wild otters in Shetland, with photographs by himself (and
         a few from Bobby Tulloch) and wonderfully free ‘line and wash’ drawings by John Busby. The combination of intimate photographic
         images alongside sketches that captured the very spirit of the creatures and places they portrayed made for a book whose pages
         became worn at the corners through my constant use and reference. The very physical struggle that Hugh had had to endure in
         order to gain access to the inner sanctum of an otter’s private life was daunting – walking alone for miles every day, carrying
         heavy filming equipment in all weathers – and demanded a strength of mind and body that I doubted I possessed. A good day’s
         work for Hugh might result in a ten-minute roll of film being exposed. Many days ended with no view whatsoever of his elusive
         quarry. His tireless mission to reveal the world of wild otters reminded me of two mantras he had passed on to me when I first
         assisted him in the field: ‘Simon, you can’t film it if you are not out there’, and, ‘You can only be in one place at a time.’
      

      These two simple phrases should be remembered by any would-be wildlife film-maker. The first demands that one’s life is dedicated
         to the task of recording the world’s wild things, leaving little room for anything else. By its very nature, most of what
         happens in the wild world is unpredictable. The only way to witness extraordinary events is always to be in a position that
         might allow you a privileged insight that few others will have. That means, quite simply, always being in the field. When
         you are tired, cold, wet and aching from head to toe with the effort of it all, you stay a little longer, watch a little harder,
         push yourself that little bit more. This is one way Hugh managed to achieve extraordinary results with the otters in Shetland
         when others before him had failed.
      

      The second phrase – ‘You can only be in one place at a time’ – may sound like a platitude, but accepting the limitations of
         being alone in wild places is fundamental to remaining sane in pursuit of the elusive, rare and unpredictable events that
         become your Holy Grail. ‘You should have been here yesterday’, or words to that effect, is a phrase so often uttered by well-meaning
         people that it should be emblazoned across a T-shirt to be worn by all wildlife camera people. The gut-wrenching disappointment
         of being told that you should have been somewhere other than the place you were could cripple your essential sense of optimism.
         Only by steering by your own compass and deciding on the place to which you will commit your day’s effort do you stand a chance
         of achieving sanguinity. You can be certain that a thousand extraordinary events are being played out every second of the
         day in many corners of the planet. You can also be certain that some of these events will be witnessed by people other than
         yourself, and that they, quite reasonably, will want to tell you about them. If you hop from one hunch to the next, influenced
         by what has just been seen, you will almost certainly be one step behind your whole life. If instead you have the courage
         of your convictions, based on sound knowledge and intuition, your time will come and you will be in the right place. Eventually.
      

      It took me several more years to go to the right place. Not that the places I did visit were unpleasant, far from it. From
         the grass plains of Kenya to the South Atlantic seas, my career as a wildlife film-maker took me to some of the planet’s most
         magnificent wilderness areas. On a more domestic scale, I worked on projects that demanded many months spent in stunningly
         beautiful corners of Britain. I made films on the west coast of Scotland about otters and red deer, and grew to know and love
         the ancient oak woods and ragged rocky coastline of that area. Whenever the option of basing myself in Shetland presented
         itself, I somehow found a reason why it was not suitable: the distance, the weather, the expense. Looking back, I believe
         the reasons behind my avoiding Shetland then were more personal and complex. On the one hand, there existed Hugh’s definitive
         film and book on the otters there, and, perhaps misguidedly, I wanted to make my professional stamp from another part of the
         world. This was as much to do with a fear of comparison (in which I was certain I would come off worst) as it was a desire
         to discover new, filmable populations of otters in Britain. But more potently, I still did not want to meet the subject of
         my infatuation. I did not want to risk my idolised islands being a let-down.
      

      From the moment I embarked on my career aged seventeen, appearing in front of a camera was as much a part of my professional
         life as was operating one. Presenting wildlife programmes for television has always been an exciting and fulfilling way of
         sharing my passion for the subject. This is never more true than with live broadcasts and, among those, the strands that have
         followed British wildlife across the seasons have been most enduring. Springwatch, in its various incarnations, is a series that has taken me to many of the wilder corners of the British Isles. To many,
         such as the spectacular seabird colonies of the Farne Islands off the east coast of northern England, to the Isle of Rum in
         the Inner Hebrides, I was a newcomer, having found a reasonable excuse at last to visit some of the nation’s most renowned
         wildlife hot-spots. In the wake of the 2005 series, where I was based on the Farne Islands, near a peregrine nest in middle
         England and at the London Wetland Centre, I was asked by the series producers where I would like to visit next, with a view
         to spending the whole three weeks of transmission, and a week or so beforehand, filming in more or less one spot.
      

      Where in the British Isles would I like to spend a month? Somewhere I had never been but about which I had obsessed. A place
         that I knew held a surprising variety of wild creatures, and the chance of some truly exceptional wild encounters. There was
         one destination that stood out above all others. At last I was going to meet the islands that had for so long been the subject
         of my dreams. I was going to Shetland.
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