
 
 
The Glasgow Naturalist (2016) Volume 26, Part 2, 113-114 
 

 

OBITUARIES 
 

 

  
Ruth Dobson, 1929-2014 
Ruth Hilda Nash was born in Walthamstow, North 
London, on 6 April 1929 and was at Bedford 
College, London University from 1947-1951 
graduating with a B.Sc. in 1951.  In 1951-1953 she 
became a research student at the London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine where she tested 
new insecticides. She was the Nash in the Busvine-
Nash test which was formerly used as a standard 
technique. For this work she was awarded an M.Sc. 
In 1953 she entered Wye College in Kent with the 
task of evaluating new insecticidal compounds. Ron 
worked in the Horticultural Department at Wye 
studying living insects while Ruth was in the 
Chemistry Department trying to kill them. They 
were introduced by the Professor of Chemistry thus: 
“This is Miss Nash, I want you to help her - not too 
much help mind”! Well Ron gave plenty of help and 
is still doing so. Ruth and Ron were soon going out 
together and both played violin in the College 
Orchestra.  Ruth would cycle 12 miles to Canterbury 
and back, mostly in the dark, to take violin lessons.  
One night she was knocked down by a motorbike 
and, although no bones were broken she was badly 
shaken up and had to have a recuperative period in 
bed. The violin was smashed beyond repair.  
 
In 1953 Ruth took a job at Edinburgh University 
trying to find ways of killing biting midges and  Ron, 

who had by then moved to a job at Rothamsted 
Experimental Station in Harpenden,  travelled by 
overnight bus  to Edinburgh every month  to see 
her. On one of these visits they became engaged. 
Then Ruth’s work took her to Kinlochewe in Wester 
Ross but Ron kept up the monthly visits by taking 
the overnight bus to Edinburgh, then the train to 
Garve and finally Ruth’s van to Kinlochewe.  Both 
shared a love of the Highlands so they could walk 
the country and climb the hills. They were not 
“Munro Baggers” but just enjoyed the spectacular 
hills and scenery. The most enjoyable and 
memorable day was in 1954 when they climbed 
Suilven on a lovely sunny day. Not so enjoyable 
however was the myriad of the non-biting but 
sweat-sucking flies, Hydrotaea irritans, which 
plagued them all the way across the surrounding 
peat bogs. It was on one of these climbing trips to 
Ben Resipole in Ardamurchan, during the 1970s, 
that Ruth, accompanied by her 13 year old son, 
John, lost her footing and fell, head over heels down 
a deep ravine into the stream below injuring her 
back and dislocating a thumb. Not being able to 
rescue her by himself John sought help, and with the 
aid of locals and later the police, she was freed and 
taken to the local farm. The damage to her thumb 
was soon put right but that to her back was much 
more serious and may have contributed to the 
disabling and painful  back  troubles  which plagued 
her for the last three decades of her life.  After this 
event she was laid up for a while. 
 
In 1963 Ruth and Ron bought an old, rather 
dilapidated school and schoolhouse at Kilmory in 
North Ardnamurchan. This stands in about an acre 
of land about half a mile from a safe bathing beach 
and has an unrivalled view of the Small Isles, Rum, 
Eigg, Canna and Muck with a back-drop of the 
Cuillin hills in Skye.  The family visited this 
whenever possible and it enabled the children to 
appreciate and enjoy the Highland environment and 
the adults, especially Ruth, to use it as a base for her 
studies of natural history. This enterprise was most 
successful and the property is still owned by the 
family where it serves as a holiday home for them 
and their friends. Ruth was a dedicated lover of 
natural history with a special liking for birds and 
vascular plants. She published several important 
papers in these fields dealing principally with the 
plants of North Ardnamurchan and with the natural 
history of the Isle of Muck in the Inner Hebrides.  
 
She joined the Glasgow Natural History Society in 
1969, was a vice-president from 1980 to1982 and 
the librarian for 25 years from 1977. Following the 



 

 

unsolicited receipt of a book for review in the 
Glasgow Naturalist in 1981 Ruth perceived that she 
could invite publishers to send new books for 
review. This was most successful and so far the 
Society has received well over 100 new books in 
this way. For her work she was elected an Honorary 
Member in 2001. Apart from her interests in 
Natural History, Ruth was a deeply religious person 
and, as a member of the Netherlee Parish Church, 
attended services regularly, was librarian and sang 
in the choir for a time. Along with other members of 
the Flower Committee she designed and produced 
flower arrangements to decorate the church. At the 
Glasgow Garden Festival in 1988 Ruth developed 
back trouble and was obliged to get a wheel chair.  
She used this for the rest of her life as her ability to 
walk had become seriously depleted. She also had 
an electric scooter but after a time became unable to 
use it. Towards the end, complications unrelated to 
her mobility and back problems developed and in 
2013 and 2014 she spent many weeks in hospital.  
However despite the efforts of the NHS to find a 
cure her condition steadily deteriorated and on 18 
December 2014 (on Ron’s 89th birthday, and 3 
months from what would have been their diamond 
wedding) she lost the fight. As a housekeeper and 
mother she brought up, fed and clothed five lively 
youngsters, was an enthusiastic knitter, made 
beautiful tapestries and dried flower pictures which 
were sold at local fairs. She did everything within 
her capacities well (except perhaps for driving and 
violin playing) and will be sorely missed. A list of 
her principal publications in the Glasgow Naturalist 
follows. 
 
REFERENCES 
In addition to numerous book reviews Ruth 
published the following articles: 
Dobson, R.H.  (1981). Eider Duck’s Eggs in Herring 

Gull’s nest. Glasgow Naturalist 20: 182. 
Dobson, R.H. (1983). The Vascular Plants of 

Northern Ardnamurchan. Glasgow Naturalist 20: 
313-331. 

Dobson, R.H. (1984). Manx Shearwater breeding in 
the Isle of Muck. Glasgow Naturalist 20: 491. 

Dobson, R.H. 1988. The Natural History of the Muck 
Islands, North Ebudes. 5, Landbirds. Glasgow 
Naturalist 21: 407-422. 

Dobson, R.H. (1990).  The Glasgow Natural History 
Society Library Glasgow Naturalist 21: 598. 

Dobson, R.H. (1991). Increase in numbers of 
breeding Greylag Geese Anser anser (L.) in the 
Muck Islands. Glasgow Naturalist 22: 83-84. 

Dobson, R.H. (1991). Additions to the list of 
Vascular Plants for the Muck Islands (V.C.104).  
Glasgow Naturalist 22: 89. 

Dobson, R.H. and Bonner, I. (1988). Additions to the 
Vascular Plants of Northern Ardnamurchan. 
Glasgow Naturalist 21: 482. 

Dobson, R.H. and Dobson, R.M. (1985). The Natural 
History of the Muck Islands, North Ebudes. 1. 

Introduction and vegetation with a list of 
Vascular Plants. Glasgow Naturalist 21: 13-38. 

Dobson, R.H. & Dobson, R.M. (1986). The Natural 
History of the Muck Islands, North Ebudes. 3. 
Seabirds and wild-fowl. Glasgow Naturalist 21: 
183-199. 

Dobson, R.H. & Hodgetts, N.G. (1993). Additions to 
the list of Mosses for the Isle of Muck, V.C.104  
Glasgow Naturalist 22: 277. 

Dobson, R.H. & Hodgetts N.G. (1994). Additions to 
the list of Liverworts  for the Isle of Muck, V.C. 
104. Glasgow Naturalist 22: 419. 


