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RICHARD CLUBLEY was born by the sea in East Yorkshire. His first island encounter was with the thin ruckle of stones exposed on the Withernsea beach at very low tides. They called it Stoney Island but it was either covered by the sea or easily walkable to from the bottom of the beach, so hardly an island. Nevertheless, it caused a stir in the blood of local under tens when it appeared, around the time of full and new moons, and perhaps this is what sparked Richard’s life-long fascination with islands.


There was also Bull Sand Fort in the Humber estuary and then Arran on a family holiday. The islands in North Bay Lido, Scarborough also made quite an impression when, unable to swim, he got marooned on one and had to be rescued by the tall lifeguard who hardly got his trunks wet in the process.


Howsoever it came about, Richard caught the incurable island fever or nesomania. In 2017, Richard, Bev and Dog moved to live in Orkney, having bought a plot of land overlooking Scapa Flow and built a house.


As a biology teacher in London and Sheffield, Richard took groups of children to explore Mull, Iona and the uninhabited islands of Staffa and Lunga off the west coast of Scotland and many of them caught the bug too. He is now a regular contributor to Scottish Islands Explorer and www.Orkney.com. Over the course of his adult life, he has explored around 90 (so far) of the Scottish islands. This is his third book about them.


LIZ THOMSON trained as a teacher before taking up her brush and pencils and graduated from Sheffield School of Art in 1979. Her work is regularly exhibited both locally – in Sheffield, where she still lives and nationally. Liz won a major prize for landscape in the 2001 Laing competition and was a regional finalist in the 2005 competition for Channel 5. Her work hangs in private collections in the USA, Holland Austria and France, as well as here in the UK.
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Pair of eider ducks – copied by permission of Tim Wootton.


To the memories of my father and mother, Raymond and Barbara, and to the hope of a bright future for their great grandson – Rémy – born 100 years later. Four generations, 50 times over, take us back to when the first farmers lived at the Neolithic village of Skara Brae, Orkney. It seems a blink of an eye to that earlier life.
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Map 1 – Scotland with all her islands.
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Map 2 – Map of Orkney archipelago.
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Map 3 – Map of Orkney Mainland.
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Preface


ORKNEY IS NOT idyllic but I love life here, having wanted to move here for a very long time. I felt at home the second I drove off the ferry in September 2017 to begin this new way of life. There has not been a moment of doubt or a second thought since.


I have been very lucky. There are people who, having experienced a gale on their first weekend, catch the boat south again on Monday morning. Incomers come prepared for the first winter. Having heard so much about the weather in advance, they grit their teeth and bear it. Day length soon starts to increase again after Christmas so they breathe a sigh of relief and say, ‘That wasn’t so bad and it’s almost over already.’ Then the winter drags on for several more months and spring is a long time coming. When the glorious daffodils do, finally, arrive (daffodils are glorious all over Orkney), ‘new islanders’ forget they have to do it all over again after a few short months of summer.


Over the years, perhaps beginning with an influx of hippies in the 1960s and self-sufficiency folk during the 1970s, people have come here seeking the peaceful life they imagine and have read about. They believe that, magically, all their troubles will be washed away by the sea, or blown away by the fresh air but this is not necessarily the case. Later on in the book, I have included some writing by school students in Orkney. I visited schools in Kirkwall, Sanday, Stronsay and Hoy to hear what the youngsters had to say about their islands. Children and young adults do not mince words. Alex Gibson (17) of Kirkwall Grammar School has written very movingly and eloquently about what pain and trouble can be hidden behind the tourist façade in Orkney.


In spite of our wonderful reputation for renewable energy in the form of wind turbines and the development of wave and tidal power, there is real fuel poverty in some households. (Fuel poverty is defined as needing to spend more than 10 per cent of income on domestic heating.) The old croft houses are charming and contribute to the romantic notion of living on a Scottish island. ‘Let’s move to Orkney, buy an old croft house and do it up,’ people say, only to find the house is cold and damp and they can’t fit new windows because it is a listed building. Internal insulation might be possible but reduces the room sizes.


There are all the other things you might be familiar with too: council decisions and indecisions; road closures; hospital waiting lists; school budgets; crime (mercifully minor, most of the time); food bills and, yes, even some people you’ll find yourself not getting on with. Add to that the cost of travel, ferry cancellations and plane delays, and you begin to get the picture.


You may by now be wondering why I bothered to write this book and why you are considering possibly buying and reading it. Be strong. Stay with me. There is a special way of life to be had in Orkney. In our first year, we had 16 sets of visitors from among our friends and family and they all went away stunned by what they had seen and experienced – even those who had thought we were crazy making the move. Jane arrived after just three weeks and, while the house was still littered with packing cases, she said, ‘I totally get it now.’









Introduction


WHAT DO WE mean by ‘way of life’? How many different ways of life are there in Orkney?


Archaeologists tell us that when humans changed from being hunter/gatherers they found a new way of life in farming. It was a sudden transition, in archaeological terms, round about 5,000 ago. Neolithic people – farmers – arrived in Orkney and transformed the way of life of the resident hunter/gatherers. There does not seem to have been an armed conflict; rather, the hunters saw the new techniques, liked what they saw and thought they’d give it a go. It might have been the first significant change to the way of life in human history.


Hunter/gathering didn’t end altogether – it never has. People have always recognised a source of food when they see one: brambles, mushrooms, fish and winkles are hunted and gathered in the 21st century.


The hunters must have seen something attractive in farming as it is actually more labour intensive than hunting and gathering. It is more difficult to take a day off when there are animals to be tended. On the other hand, one can put down roots. Farmers can have solid, permanent houses that don’t need to be moved; they can have bigger families (more food can be produced to feed hungry mouths and some surplus can be stored); they can have dominion over their own territory more readily. They may have come into some conflict over this. The hunters may have seen the territory as theirs. The farmers laid claim to the land, we think, by building burial cairns and stone henges as a way of saying, ‘Look, our ancestors are here – we own this – keep off’ (maybe).


Everybody was a hunter/gatherer, there was no division of labour, except maybe some were hunters and some gatherers and childminders. The way of life was hunter/gathering though. Men and women lived by the fruits of the two endeavours. Once the land was cultivated and many of the trees cleared, hunting and gathering became difficult even if they had wanted to continue. The more people cleared the land and the more the population grew, the more land they needed. Pretty soon Orkney was one big farm – as it more or less is today. Hunter/gathering gave way to a new way of life.


We don’t know when division of labour took off, maybe very early on in the transformation. Maybe stone axe-making, herding, ploughing, clothes-making, house-building, cooking and even trading became specialist occupations at the very beginning. Stone axe-making is highly skilled. Some would have more facility in it than others and would naturally lean towards it as a profession. Perhaps one worker in the corner house was delighted to be inside all day making axes, out of the rain. Maybe he/she enjoyed it, found it easy, therapeutic even and smugly enjoyed having his or her meals prepared and clothes made in return.


My daughter once complained to me she had been woken by Sunday morning church bells. I said I thought church bells had been a tradition for quite a long time and, anyway, I rather liked them. This set me to wondering whether church bells had been the first, unwelcome by some, environmental noise. They certainly predate internal combustion engines, electric devices, steam engines etc. What about stone axe-making? I thought. How long did one take to make? How long did they last? How many would have been needed? Was the ‘workshop’ deliberately placed at the edge of the village, and detached from it, to lessen the noise nuisance for the other villagers? Did people ever say, ‘I wish Barney Rubble would give it a rest with his hammering and knapping, I’ve got a terrible headache and I want to sleep’?


So, is there only one ‘way of life’ in Orkney – farming? There are those who till the soil and herd the sheep. They are clearly the farmers. But what about the van and lorry drivers, the millers, the butchers, the retailers, the delivery people, the inspectors, the bank managers, the builders and repairers? Are they farmers too? Is their way of life in farming, albeit a small part of it? They all cooperate with the ‘farmer’ to get the food to the dinner plate. (And what about the potters making the plates, the manufacturers of washing up liquid, cutlery and dishwashers? Are they all subsisting because of a farming way of life?)


In the animal kingdom, it is easier to identify a few different ways of life. There are the carnivores, the herbivores and parasites. These, I think, can fairly be called different ways of life. The animals in question derive their livings by fundamentally different ways of operating in their environments. I’ll stop now; maybe I’m making too much of this. Opticians, schoolteachers and wind turbine service engineers may take a dim view of me calling them all farmers.


I cannot think of Orkney without my mind going back to the men and women who built and lived in Skara Brae – a Stone Age village that has stood on the west coast of Orkney Mainland for over 5,000 years. The village was buried and preserved in sand after its abandonment about 4,000 years ago, until its rediscovery in 1850, when the sand blew away in a storm. No one is really sure if it was abandoned because a storm filled it with sand, or whether it was abandoned and then gradually filled with sand through neglect of the sweeping brushes.


Skara Brae was a farming community, one of the earliest in Orkney. Archaeologists think around 100 people lived in the ten buildings we can see today. There may have been more, long since eroded away by the sea and lost forever. There is a wide bay in front of the village today that was not there when Skara Brae was occupied. It is the result of erosion and rising sea levels (about 6m in the last 5,000 years).


The Skara Brae folk grew bere, an ancient form of barley, which they ground on quern-stones into flour. They probably made forms of bread, scones and bannocks just as we do today. There are only so many different ways you can cook flour over a fire, or hot stones, after all.


They kept sheep and pigs, caught fish, collected shellfish and birds’ eggs. There were nuts and berries in their season. They herded cattle for meat and dairy produce. They had fleeces, hides and furs. They had a very good diet available to them (although there is some evidence that not everyone got an equal share). They were almost as big in stature as we are today.


The houses were sizeable – perhaps half the size of a modest, modern two-bed semi. Each was a single room for open-plan living but cosy for an extended family. They had thick, well-built walls, pitched and possibly thatched roofs. There is evidence of stone roofs at Ness of Brodgar – another Neolithic site in Orkney – but mostly it was probably thatch, hide or turf, or a combination. Being organic materials, no trace has survived to tell the tale. There would have been a central hearth for burning wood and peat and a low doorway with a screen leading to a sheltered passage that ensured protection from the elements (which, as we know, can be pretty elemental in Orkney). The villagers would have been snug indoors, and happy, provided they were content with conversations, story-telling, music, games and whatever work they could get on with in the low light. One of the houses is detached and may have been a workshop (possibly for stone axe-making).


I wonder how much the Orcadian way of life has changed. The islands are still predominantly farmland. The major industry today is farming. Tourism comes second but even that may not be new. We know that, 5,000 years ago, some of the stone for tools and even some finished pieces were brought in from elsewhere in the UK. This could have been by Orcadians travelling and bring back trade goods or even simple souvenirs. People from outside could have travelled here for the same reason.


Of course, there is a much greater division of labour now. Whereas the animal management, crop-growing, tool-making, building and sewing would all have been carried out by the group – much in the way crofting was practised until very recently – they are now much in the hands of specialists. Economies of scale allow some to specialise in meat production, milk production, distribution and provision of clothes. Whereas energy for heating and cooking was once collected and thrown on the hearth, now a lot comes down wires from generators elsewhere. A similar way of life is being supported though. In the official guide to the Ness of Brodgar, the Neolithic folk who built it are described as: intelligent, highly creative, sophisticated, spiritual, gregarious and competitive.


Way of life is difficult to define and perhaps we should just appreciate and enjoy ours without agonising too much about how to describe it or how it differs from other ways of life. Bev’s mum, Edith, summed it up succinctly when, after several visits to Orkney, she declared, ‘There seem to be a lot of farms round here.’









Part One


CHAPTER ONE


Orkney – A Special Place


THE MAN FROM www.Orkney.com promised faithfully to phone me on the Wednesday. He had heard I was writing about Orkney and wondered if I might like to contribute to www.Orkney.com. Late on Wednesday evening I received the following email from him:




Hi Richard,


This is going to sound like the most ridiculous excuse ever. The Royal Navy were carrying out a safe detonation of a WW2 torpedo that has been found on the seabed in Scapa Flow. It is thought to be one fired by Captain Gunther Prien, of U47, when he attacked and sank HMS Royal Oak lying at anchor in the Flow in 1939.


I heard about it at the last minute so went out on the pilot boat to follow the story. I would have phoned you when it was all over but the first charge failed to destroy the weapon. It only dislodged from the seabed and floated to the surface. The Navy boys had to go back on shore for more explosives. They eventually detonated it at the surface so we got good pictures of the splash. Sorry.





The excuse was good, but not out of the ordinary for Orkney. Take, for instance, the time I chartered a local boat to take me and my camping gear to Cava:




The pier has been washed away, I’m afraid, so you’ll have to wade ashore. Can your dog swim?





Then again there was my local guide on an outer island who said:




I’ll have to pass you onto a colleague for the rest of the tour. The postmistress is away to Kirkwall for a tooth extraction, I have to serve behind the counter this morning so we can keep the post office open.





My town in Derbyshire has a population much the same as Orkney’s but I have never been delayed by a torpedo or been roped into to sell stamps. I suppose these things could be described as frustrations but, for me, they are just part of what makes Orkney special.


I’m an outsider, of course. Had I lived in Orkney all my life I might have a different view, but I don’t think so – the locals seem as fascinated by the islands as I am. There always seems to be ‘news’ in Orkney: ships arriving, festivals launching, weather happening, visitors calling and wildlife appearing. Everyone appears to love it. There are newspapers, magazines, radio stations, coffee mornings and blogs dedicated to keeping everyone informed, not to mention the island drums and smoke signals: ‘Oh, aye, I heard that.’; ‘Yes, I ken him.’; or ‘No, you don’t say?’


I have loved Scottish islands in general, and Orkney in particular, for much of my life but I still struggle to understand what makes them such special places. There is so much going on in Orkney it is bewildering at times. Before moving here I spent seven months here, in all seasons, and still managed to miss a lot. Even so, it was nice to open The Orcadian, see something advertised and think ‘Great, I’ll be here for that,’ instead of, ‘Oh dear, something else I’m going to miss.’ I managed to catch the Ba’, St Magnus Festival, the lunar eclipse at Ring of Brodgar (I’m sure I could have caught it at home, too, but there wouldn’t have been people in flowery skirts, with bells tuned to the four elements and a winter gale).


It seems to me that, on an island, if you want something you have to provide it yourself. At home, if I want to go to the cinema, cathedral or airport I have to go out of town. Not so easy on an island, where a water crossing is involved, so Orkney has to be so much more self-sufficient.


Then there’s the weather (different every minute but never bad, unless your clothes are inappropriate), whales, birds, seals, aurora, flowers, history and archaeology. There’s power from the wind and waves and energy in the tides. There’s vitality in the music and craft in the pottery. There’s warmth in the whisky, style in the furniture and sparkle in the jewellery.


My wife, Bev, and I took the first step towards flitting to Orkney in 2016. We started by enquiring about a plot of land to buy on Mainland. An ex-Orkney lighthouse man I met described it as ‘getting a shift’. I believe new folk are welcome in Orkney – especially if they contribute in some way to the community – I don’t think I’ll feel so much like a ‘ferry louper’ as a ‘new islander’. Read on and see how the project progresses.
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New Balfour Hospital, Kirkwall, opened in 2019.









CHAPTER TWO


Cantick Head Lighthouse


ISLAND EXPLORATION IS about many things. One requirement that comes up regularly is away-from-it-all-ness. ‘We want to recharge our batteries, get away from work-a-day cares and woe, enjoy stunning views, peace and quiet, long walks and the sound of the sea,’ people say. ‘We’d like somewhere comfortable, after a day of weather, to dry out if necessary, cook good food, drink wine and relax with friends.’ Look no further – Cantick Head has two beautifully decorated and well appointed, traditional lightkeepers’ cottages.


Cantick Head is still a well maintained and nicely painted functional light tower. It marks the south-eastern tip of South Walls, attached to the southern tip of Hoy, Orkney. It looks out over the approaches to Scapa Flow. The sea is all around. On a clear night, other lights can be seen on Stroma, Swona, South Ronaldsay, Pentland Skerries and across the Pentland Firth at Dunnet Head and Duncansby Head. On some nights, the northern lights add to the show.


In our crowded British Isles, it requires effort to truly get away from it all. Orkney can be reached by a choice of sea and air routes. Then you must catch the small car ferry from Houton to Lyness on Hoy, which takes 30 minutes. The trick is to make the travelling part of the adventure, weaving between the deserted islands of Cava, Rysa Little and Fara. Flotta is interesting, with its oil terminal but – don’t worry – it will be well out of sight long before you reach Cantick Head. Look out for Muckle House, now derelict, on Cava, where two English ladies lived after walking and pushing their belongings in a tea chest on wheels from Somerset. (Their story was told in detail in Scotland’s Islands – A Special Kind of Freedom, Luath Press, 2017.)


From Lyness, it’s a gentle 20-minute drive on a good road, then a few hundred yards of potholed track to your cottage. Depending on the season there might be kelp, ware or tangles (seaweed) strewn across the road from winter gales. But, just like the wind, the ware adds to the ambience.


You can fish from the rocks outside the lighthouse cottages – near enough for someone to carry a hot mug of tea down to sustain you in your effort to provide for the evening table in the traditional manner. But, if the weather isn’t suitable for hunter/gathering, you have the whole of Hoy to explore: Martello towers, lifeboat museum, RNLI memorial, naval cemetery, Scapa Flow wartime museum (café and shop but check opening), the Dwarfie Stane, Betty Corrigall’s grave and Rackwick Bay – then go to the pub.


Whatever you choose to do, don’t forget to take a turn around the walled lawn last thing before retiring, see just how many other lighthouses you can count – and remind yourself of where you are and why you came.
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Cantick Head lighthouse, South Walls – comfortable holiday lets.









CHAPTER THREE


A Dream Come True


IT IS A dream come true. I know that’s a cliché but it really is a dream come true. We bought half an acre of land on Mainland Orkney, overlooking Scapa Flow, and Bob Budge built us a house in which to live.


In the early days of my Orkney exploration, I would start to mourn the passing of the week, or fortnight, as it came to an end but in recent years I always had a few visits in the diary at any one time so, in leaving, I could look forward to returning.


My dream, though, has been to live here. When I put down my book and turn out the light each night, I like to fill those seven seconds (experts say it averages seven seconds) before I fall asleep, with a constructed fantasy: walking on a favourite beach; watching wildfowl through the reeds of a loch side or seeing the black/grey weather clouds rolling in over Ring of Brodgar.


Where to live in that fantasy has always been an issue. It being imaginary, there are no rules or limits. A grand old house by the sea, with policy woodland giving shelter from the storms perhaps, or maybe a stone bothy with walls three feet thick and a low roof for the wind to blow straight over. A period townhouse in Kirkwall might be nice, with spiral staircases, wooden banisters and an enclosed yard making a sun trap. Nipping out for coffee at a favourite café, or a browse in the bookshop, would be easy every day. Turning out in the evenings for theatre or cinema would be no hardship.


There were never any snags, setbacks or problems in the fantasy but, oh dear, when it became real, I had to start thinking about planning permission, costs, logistics – and what if the cat gets lost?


Each time I arrived in Orkney, after the long drive from south, and walked out on that favourite beach, I took in a deep, involuntary breath of contentment and elation. It was not done deliberately, it just happened. I guess it must be like how the hit of a powerful drug might feel. The late Roger Deakin, in Waterlog, his book about wild swimming in Britain, felt the endorphins in his blood when he swam in rivers and lakes – he called them ‘endolphins’. I get a daily dose of endolphins since we moved.


Incidentally, Bev wanted to keep a couple of sheep on our new half-acre farm in Orkney. She thought it would be a neat, eco-friendly way of keeping the grass tidy. North Ronaldsay have been ruled out because of copper intolerance. Soay might be a bit wild. Any hints, advice or suggestions as to how we could do this, or why we shouldn’t, would be gratefully received. I should stress these would be pet sheep, raised from caddy lambs, to provide wool and grass-cutting services only. They will live the life of Riley. I’m told I’ve to make a little house in the garden, to protect them from the worst of the winter gales. Don’t be too surprised if you call round to see us and find them curled up in baskets in the kitchen – one either side of the Aga. In reality, a farmer neighbour has decreed we really don’t have enough ground for two sheep. They need about half an acre each apparently. They’d be fine in summer but, in winter, would churn up the ground too much. It wouldn’t be fair to keep just one. ‘Don’t bother with a goat either,’ he said. ‘If you get a goat you might as well fly a flag out front announcing yourselves as incomers.’


The builder gave me the number of a man who would seed a lawn for me at the new house but he didn’t answer so I bought some seed and did it myself. The seed merchant said, ‘Rake it first,’ (and sold me a rake) but the ground was very hard (in August) and wide, so I didnae bother. The merchant also loaned me a spreader but it didnae spread so I broadcast it. I don’t mean I told everyone about the faulty spreader, I mean I broadcast the seed – the old way – like Russell Crowe in Robin Hood.


Six weeks later, the lawn looked like the Giant’s Causeway. The surface mud had dried and cracked into hexagonal patterns and the grass was only sprouting from the cracks. ‘Give it time,’ said the builder. ‘It’ll fill in.’


As summer turned to autumn, I ordered a mower and they said, ‘It’ll have tae come fae sooth, but dinna worry, they hae wan in the shop and they’ll put it on the boat.’


They phoned to say the mower had arrived but our shed was still in sections on the drive, held down against the gales by a ton of breeze blocks borrowed from a neighbouring farm. I asked the lady if I could keep it in the conservatory for a bit. She said no so I asked the shop to hang on to the mower and they said, ‘Nae bother.’


The shed went up and I called for the mower but they said, ‘We sold it to someone else, but dinna worry we’ll order another.’ Weeks passed, the grass grew taller and the mower arrived so I cut the grass.


Autumn turned to winter and the paths became icy. The shop said, ‘We’ve only two bags of salt left and they’re saved for a customer.’ I asked if they would do with the salt what they had done with my mower so they sold the salt to me.


The mower is in the shed now. I run it for five minutes every few weeks to keep the damp off. The light is returning. The sun is strengthening and the grass is growing – imperceptibly, but it’s growing. It will soon be time to cut it again. We are going to survive our first winter in Orkney.









CHAPTER FOUR


The Edge of Darkness


I CAUGHT THE island bug when my parents took me on holiday to Arran in 1959. The existence of worlds across water, smaller, self-contained and different was a revelation to me and has remained a fascination ever since.


The dream of living on an island was never fixed. Sometimes there would be a wee boat for the not too difficult crossing to the shops, a seabird study project and a thesis to write by candlelight of an evening. In more realistic moments, the fantasy was an island with a sizeable population, good ferry service and a Tesco.


Realism has prevailed and we’ve come to Orkney. Don’t let the supermarket fool you, though, this is still island life at its very best. There are over 20,000 people here but everyone is my neighbour. Orkney has an international airport, state-of-the-art schools and a state-of-the-art hospital opened in 2019. There is theatre, cinema, music, sport, shopping, eating out, care for the elderly and support for everyone who needs it.


None of the above is the picture postcard island of the imagination. We don’t send cards to friends showing the airport or the hospital building site. They are not what we came for but they are, most definitely, what make it possible and comfortable to live here.


The greeting card views are here though. On some mornings and evenings, the sky blazes gold, red and orange or rages black and grey. The sea froths and foams and shines in a gale or sparkles like glass. There are bird flocks, meadows, lochs and Stone Age treasures that will take your breath away.


The community is very strong. Any excuse is taken to get together for tea, home bakes and a natter. The venues and activities vary but the outcome is always the same. ‘Whit like the day? (How are you today?) is the standard greeting. After a few months here, I was struggling to place all the faces I recognised, who they were and where I knew them from. If I spend a split second too long staring and wondering then the person opposite will nod and smile, probably wondering the same thing.


I drove north until I could drive no further, then took ship and got off when it stopped. I drove to the shore and built a house. At night, I walk Dog down the lane to where the streetlights end – at the edge of darkness. If the night is still and clear I gaze out at lights on Hoy and Flotta, on ships and rocks in the Flow, and wait for Duncansby Head lighthouse to flash, 20 miles away on the Scottish mainland. There is no need to go any further.









CHAPTER FIVE


Moving Day


‘DO YOU WANT today’s paper or yesterday’s?’ enquired the girl behind the counter at the newsagent. ‘Because if it’s today’s you’re after you’ll have to come back tomorrow.’


Island life is different, I already knew that, but this was just one small further example of it. I left the shop chuckling and pleased at the thought that neither I nor the paper seller really minded the slight inconvenience.


I had wanted the paper so I could read about everything that happened in the world on the day I moved to live in Orkney. It was Thursday 17 August 2017. No matter, tomorrow will be fine, I thought.


The second most commonly asked question of me is, ‘What on Earth is behind your fascination with islands?’ The first is, ‘What is your favourite island?’ Impossible. There are so many, they’re all different, each with their own character and charms.


Neither question is easy. I grew up by the sea in East Yorkshire and believe the sea to be in my blood – it was certainly in my bed on the stormiest nights, when spray sometimes drifted in through the open window, or bubbled up under the sash. When the tide was far out, we were fascinated and excited, as children, by Stoney Island which appeared briefly. We could walk to it and search for crabs. The WWII Bull Fort, defending the Humber estuary, was a foreboding presence – gloomy, rusting, forbidden but promising adventure if ever we could have landed.


However, I think my analyst, if I had one, would say it was the swimming baths at North Bay, Scarborough that actually burned islands into my psyche one evening in 1959. The pool had islands, you see, and I determined to land on one. I couldn’t swim but my rubber ring floated me there and then I dared not slip back into the deep water when it came time to leave. The lifeguard had to be called and I was carried ashore (the water only came up to his waist). Luckily, I haven’t needed a lifeguard since that day but, 80 Scottish islands later, the determination to land and the frisson of crossing water has never left me.


Our new house is lovely. Bob Budge did a brilliant job and I should like to record my thanks to him and all his men. He planned ahead at every stage. Stuff needing to come from south often had to be ordered weeks in advance so the project wasn’t held up. They called it ‘The Critical Path’ when I visited the site of the new hospital a few weeks ago. ‘We’ve got the doors and windows home just now,’ Bob would say, or ‘The bathroom suite is home.’ As I write this, the painters are finishing off inside, a few copper pipes need things sticking on the end and Dougie has to sweep up. Grass is sprouting in the garden and I hope the buttercups, clover and orchids have survived the excavations and will return in due course. I am reliably informed that, in the case of the buttercups at least, I need have no worries.


I registered to vote in Scotland. I have my Orkney library card and qualify for islander travel discounts. I have tickets for the lifeboat dinner dance, a phone number beginning 01856, a KW post code, neighbours, big skies and sea all around. Bob even agreed to install a wood-burning stove in the lounge. ‘You can have one if you like,’ he said, ‘but the insulation in that hoose is so good you’ll have to sit in your underpants after you light it.’


I think the attraction of a wood-burner is to satisfy the deep-rooted, Neolithic bit of my subconscious that wants to look at a living flame. I want to provide for us by hunter-gathering wood and berries, and storing both against the long winter nights. I ordered a shed. When Dog and I walk on Scapa Beach, we find a nice washed-up fence post to dry and add to the log pile.


I called in to see Mark Rendall at Rendall Furnishings in the town. ‘The beds and carpets you ordered are all home just now. We’re ready to fit them when the painters finish,’ he said. I’m home too – more at home than any time since those days on Stoney Island.


[image: image]


Wood burning stove – Carlin Skerry.









CHAPTER SIX


Cooling-off Period


THE MODERN WAY allows a cooling-off period when one signs a contract. We’ve had 28 days in our Orkney house now, the weather has cooled a bit but we’re still keen.


We had our first visitors from south, Jane and Howard, so we’ve been looking at Orkney afresh, through new eyes. We invited Jane months earlier and told her to bring a friend. She had been on the phone to Howard in Barnsley last Thursday, trying to fix a date for coffee, when she said, ‘Actually, do you fancy a few days in Orkney?’ Jane set off from Sheffield on Sunday night to pick him up and phoned ahead to see if he was ready. ‘I’ve been ready since just after you rang on Thursday,’ he replied.


Howard had always wanted to see the Italian Chapel so we drove out on their first morning. Crossing the barrier, he said, ‘That looks like a couple of wartime Nissen huts over there.’


‘That’s the chapel,’ I said. ‘We’re here.’


‘Is that the chapel? Am I really seeing the chapel? I can’t believe I’m actually seeing the Italian Chapel having heard about it so many times. My mate, Dave, will be green. “Make sure you see the Italian Chapel,” he told me.’


 ‘Wow,’ Jane said when we pulled up at Brough of Birsay.


The tide was in, the sun was out and shining on the waves rolling across the causeway, which was visible just below the surface of the clear water, snaking out to the island. We drove back to collect Howard from where we had left him, looking for 400-million-year-old fossils at a disused quarry, had a lunch of crab sandwiches and coffee from Palace Stores in Birsay village and went back to see if the causeway was uncovered – it wasn’t.


We agreed to leave Brough of Birsay until their next visit.


‘Never mind,’ said Howard as we turned the car. ‘Look, there’s an igneous dyke.’ He is a geography and geology teacher and had spotted some dark rock streaking across some lighter rock and declared it to be an igneous intrusion. I find geologists are like that generally, always asking one to believe some impossible thing had happened some inconceivably long time ago. I was still recovering from the fossil fish sitting in the cup holder. Howard could not have been happier.


Jane and Howard left Orkney declaring themselves well satisfied with their introduction to Neolithic stone houses, burial chambers, causeways, history, gannets and bar-tailed godwits. Jane said, ‘I do understand why you love it and have chosen to live here, although the pampas grass is not a patch on mine.’


I have a few days off now, before Phil and Maggie arrive. It was quite difficult to refocus after the others left so I just did some ironing and dozed in the armchair for a bit. The shed was delivered, in sections, on Friday. Bev can’t wait for it to be erected so that all the tools, bikes, storage boxes, mower, cycle carriers and snorkel gear can be cleared out of the end room, allowing the furniture to be set up. Sadly we now have to wait for a dry, calm day, which doesn’t look imminent.
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