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Tom	  Oliver	  –	  An	  Appreciation	  
	  
Richard	  Slaughter	  
	  
Tom	  Oliver	  and	  I	  were	  drawn	  together	  by	  a	  common	  interest	  –	  a	  passion	  for	  birds	  and	  
bird	  photography.	  Until	  I	  met	  Tom	  I	  was	  pretty	  much	  a	  confirmed	  ‘loner.’	  That	  is,	  my	  
idea	  of	  ‘heaven’	  was	  to	  be	  outdoors	  in	  the	  sun	  with	  birds	  and	  my	  Nikon.	  I	  was,	  and	  still	  
am,	  uninterested	  in	  competitions	  but	  very	  interested	  in	  learning	  more	  about	  this	  multi-‐
dimensioned	  craft.	  As	  one	  still	  actively	  involved	  in	  a	  full-‐on	  academic	  and	  writing	  life	  I	  
simply	  did	  not	  have	  time	  to	  search	  out	  the	  relevant	  websites	  and	  people.	  So	  I	  pretty	  
much	  carried	  on	  as	  usual	  –	  without	  realising	  just	  how	  much	  I	  was	  missing.	  
	  
But	  Tom	  provided	  the	  catalyst	  for	  a	  whole	  new	  way	  of	  thinking	  and	  operating.	  
	  
I	  don’t	  recall	  how	  I	  heard	  of	  the	  new	  photo	  group	  that	  Tom	  had	  started	  mid-‐2011	  but	  I	  
do	  remember	  meeting	  him	  soon	  afterward	  and	  comparing	  notes,	  as	  it	  were.	  He	  was	  
clearly	  way	  ahead	  with	  his	  depth	  knowledge	  of	  equipment	  and	  processing	  technique.	  
But	  we	  had	  exactly	  the	  same	  camera	  and,	  like	  me,	  the	  competitive	  instinct	  was	  entirely	  
missing.	  So,	  from	  a	  slender	  start,	  we	  soon	  developed	  what	  I	  think	  was	  a	  mutually	  
satisfying	  dialogue.	  We	  met	  regularly	  and	  enjoyed	  many	  discussions	  not	  only	  on	  birds	  
but	  also	  on	  other	  matters	  as	  well.	  I	  particularly	  remember	  him	  pouring	  out	  his	  
frustrations	  at	  the	  latest	  political	  idiocy	  –	  and	  then	  thanking	  me	  for	  ‘allowing	  him	  to	  
vent!’	  
	  
Tom’s	  passion	  and	  forthrightness	  was	  a	  refreshing	  change.	  He	  called	  a	  spade	  a	  spade	  
and	  did	  not	  suffer	  fools	  gladly.	  Above	  all	  he	  was	  uncompromising	  in	  his	  search	  for	  
quality.	  As	  time	  went	  by	  he	  continued	  to	  add	  to,	  and	  improve,	  the	  newsletter	  and	  over	  a	  
two-‐and-‐a-‐bit	  years	  produced	  some	  sixteen	  issues.	  Looking	  back	  at	  them	  I	  think	  it’s	  
clear	  that	  we	  owe	  him	  a	  huge	  debt	  of	  gratitude.	  They	  are	  an	  outstanding	  resource	  for	  
aspiring	  bird	  photographers	  to	  hone	  their	  understanding	  and	  skills.	  In	  time	  some	  of	  this	  
material	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  made	  more	  widely	  available	  in	  one	  form	  or	  another.	  
	  
Tom	  became	  active	  on	  the	  national	  bird	  scene	  in	  part	  because	  he	  produced	  work	  of	  a	  
consistently	  high	  quality	  and,	  moreover,	  did	  so	  much	  to	  help	  others	  –	  at	  whatever	  level	  –	  
to	  improve	  as	  well.	  But	  I	  particularly	  appreciated	  the	  way	  he	  was	  never	  ‘in	  it	  for	  the	  



	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Scarlet	  Robin	  by	  Tom	  Oliver	  
	  
money,’	  as	  it	  were.	  He’d	  happily	  send	  off	  some	  of	  his	  best	  images	  if	  they	  were	  to	  be	  used	  
for	  Birds	  Australia	  posters	  or	  some	  other	  such	  educational	  use.	  He	  produced	  a	  fine	  
calendar	  of	  birds	  that	  could	  be	  seen	  around	  the	  Indooroopilly	  Golf	  Course	  that	  he	  
frequently	  visited	  with	  his	  wife,	  Di.	  But	  he	  refused	  to	  do	  the	  same	  for	  other	  golf	  courses.	  
He	  had	  no	  interest	  in	  being	  ‘commercial.’	  He	  was	  in	  it	  for	  the	  joy	  and	  satisfaction	  
inherent	  in	  the	  activity	  itself.	  I	  think	  this	  is	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  why,	  despite	  quite	  
different	  backgrounds,	  we	  got	  on	  so	  well.	  
	  
Earlier	  in	  his	  life	  Tom	  had	  been	  Chief	  Electrical	  Officer	  in	  the	  Merchant	  Navy,	  
Queensland	  Business	  Manager	  for	  Telecom	  (now	  Telstra),	  Property	  Manager	  at	  Knight	  
Frank	  in	  Brisbane	  and	  ANZ	  State	  Property	  Manager	  for	  Queensland,	  Fiji	  &	  Papua	  New	  
Guinea.	  Apart	  from	  bird	  photography	  his	  other	  pursuits	  included	  squash,	  mountain	  bike	  
riding,	  long	  distance	  running,	  golf,	  bush	  walking,	  camping	  and	  travel.	  He	  was	  a	  
Committee	  member	  of	  SQ	  BirdLife	  and	  National	  BirdLife,	  founder	  of	  the	  Queensland	  
Photography	  Special	  Interest	  Group,	  and	  presenter	  of	  numerous	  workshops	  on	  digital	  
bird	  photography.	  	  
	  
During	  November	  2-‐4,	  2012	  he	  organised	  an	  excellent	  Digital	  Bird	  Photography	  in	  the	  
Bush	  event	  at	  Crows	  Nest,	  near	  Toowoomba.	  Some	  twenty	  or	  so	  people	  came	  from	  far	  
and	  wide	  to	  learn	  more	  about	  their	  approach	  to	  this	  multi-‐faceted	  activity.	  I	  drove	  up	  
from	  Brisbane	  and	  was	  warmly	  welcomed	  by	  Tom	  and	  Di.	  We	  had	  some	  fine	  workshops	  
and	  enjoyable	  strolls	  in	  nearby	  bird-‐rich	  areas.	  I	  know	  that	  more	  recently	  Tom	  had	  
started	  work	  on	  the	  program	  for	  the	  Ingham	  get-‐together	  in	  early	  October	  this	  year.	  
Now,	  very	  sadly,	  his	  work	  has	  had	  to	  be	  taken	  over	  by	  others.	  
	  
If	  I	  look	  back	  over	  the	  two-‐plus	  years	  that	  I	  knew	  Tom	  I	  can	  say	  with	  complete	  candour	  
that	  he	  helped	  me	  to	  see	  a	  ‘bigger	  picture’	  in	  bird	  photography.	  Never	  condescending,	  
always	  helpful	  and	  encouraging,	  he	  opened	  the	  door,	  as	  it	  were,	  to	  a	  richer	  view	  of	  what	  
it	  was	  all	  about.	  Partly	  as	  a	  result	  of	  his	  encouragement	  I	  took	  several	  Photoshop	  classes	  
at	  the	  Brisbane	  College	  of	  Photography	  and	  Art	  (which	  I	  unreservedly	  recommend	  to	  
anyone)	  and	  began	  to	  catch	  up	  a	  little	  on	  some	  of	  the	  techniques	  he’d	  been	  across	  for	  
years.	  	  
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Tom	  Oliver	  is	  not	  going	  to	  be	  replaced	  any	  time	  soon.	  But	  I	  do	  believe	  his	  inspiration	  and	  
dedication	  to	  the	  craft	  will	  continue	  for	  many	  years	  to	  come.	  To	  this	  end	  his	  wife,	  Di,	  and	  
Birdlife	  Australia	  have	  set	  up	  a	  Tom	  Oliver	  Memorial	  Award	  for	  Excellence	  in	  Bird	  
Photography.	  Di	  and	  I	  have	  also	  committed	  to	  continuing	  the	  newsletter	  -‐	  at	  least	  for	  the	  
rest	  of	  2013.	  
	  
Richard	  Slaughter,	  July	  2013	  
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Note:	  the	  pictures	  used	  here	  are	  all	  copyright	  ©	  Tom	  Oliver.	  


