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         Lisa Drewe is a self-confessed islomaniac, having explored over 350 islands of the British Isles in the last ten years. Initially balancing a career in the civil service with international travel to the mountains, islands and coffee shops of the world, she moved back to what was closest to her heart – spending more time exploring and understanding the natural world and protecting it through her work as Chair of Whale and Dolphin Conservation. In the depths of winter, she lives on the Isle of Skye, writes, and continues to build her website Islandeering, a free online guide to the islands of the British Isles. Any other time she is ‘out of office’ and exploring the British Isles with husband Charlie and Goose the spaniel, along with enjoying family life in Wiltshire. Her first book, Islandeering: Adventures around the edge of Britain’s hidden islands, won the Outdoor Writers and Photographers Guild’s guidebook of the year in 2020.
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            Introduction

         

         The magic of islands

         Close your eyes and imagine an island. What do you see? Maybe a sweep of dazzling white sand, fringed by palms, and a hammock swaying gently in the breeze, surrounded by clear, warm seas. Vibrant communities and smiling locals with an enviably slow pace of life. An adventure set in a far-flung place. Enjoying wonderful seafood under starlit skies, with a Milky Way so vast that you feel a part of it. One thing is for sure – just thinking about an island will bring a smile to your face.

         Now how many of those islands of your imagination do you think could be in England, Wales, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man? You may be surprised to know that almost all of your imaginary places are. Yes, even if you were thinking sun-warmed pools, subtropical plants, hammocks on deserted beaches, tales of pirates, exotic wildlife, the friendliest of welcomes and adventure like no other. I have explored nearly 500 islands of the British Isles over the last twelve years. I find them completely irresistible. I spend my time poring over Ordnance Survey maps and scouring coastlines to find new ones to visit. Believe me, these are special and wild places and they sit just off our shores, just waiting to be discovered by those seeking new possibilities for beauty, nature and culture. This book has been written as a guide for you to visit and experience the best of them. They are waiting to share their magic.

         The islands of England, Wales, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man

         Many authors have used different definitions of what an island is. For inclusion in this book an island is defined as: land of any nature that is touched by salt water and surrounded by water at high tide. This means that around 300 islands are included (approximately 200 in England, 70 in Wales and 40 in the Crown Dependencies of the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man). They vary from larger, populated islands like Anglesey, Portsea, Jersey and the Isle of Man to islands with smaller tight-knit communities and remote, uninhabited rocky islets. Some are in the large river estuaries of the Thames, Severn and Humber and close to great cities; others are in stunning natural harbours including Poole Harbour, the largest in Europe. Many are on the coastal fringes of England and Wales where the full effects of the mighty Atlantic Ocean are strikingly evident in their landscapes. Wherever these islands are, one thing is for certain; each and every one of them is unique and special, crafted from geology, oceans, tides and human inhabitation since the dawn of time.

         Geologically, our islands are some of the most fascinating places to visit in the world. Some offer the globe’s most ancient rocks exposed on their coastlines; on others you can place each foot on separate tectonic plates, see cooled lava that originated from underwater vents or hunt fossils and jet (a rare gemstone derived from wood) along the shoreline. Sea erosion and geology together have created the fabulous sea caves of Sark, their walls resplendent with marine life, as well as the iconic chalk stacks of The Needles and Old Harry Rocks and the bird-filled sea stacks of Holy Island, off Anglesey. Cei Ballast, in North Wales, is made from rocks from across the globe which have been deposited over time to create a man-made island.

         The oceans themselves have shaped islands by playing with the underlying rock over millennia. The Isles of Scilly and Burry Holms, in South West Wales, give an impactful insight into the effects of rising sea levels. Once high points amid vast grass plains, and used by ancient man as burial grounds, their peaks are now islands surrounded by the ocean, their ancient stories told through archaeological finds of Bronze Age graves and Iron Age homes. Sea levels affect other islands in different ways too; without human intervention many islands in the estuaries of Essex and Kent would be underwater, lost to the oceans years ago. Today, man wages a constant battle to keep x water ingress at bay. All except Wallasea Island, that is, where sea walls have been removed and the land flooded to create new habitats in the hope that lost and dwindling species of bird will revive. It’s not just the sea levels that have shaped the islands, though. The ocean’s explosive power has carved out new islands within the timeline of humans living on earth, as evidenced by the many promontory forts in Wales, once part of the mainland and now tiny rocky islands. Oceans continue to reclaim and create new land. Spurn Head, for example, only became an island in 2013 and is the newest island in this book.

         Tides shape these special places too. The waters of the Humber, Thames and Essex estuaries continue a process of building, eroding and redefining the boundaries of their islands. The Bristol Channel, with the second largest tidal rage in the world, creates the extraordinary natural spectacle of the tidal bore at Alney Island. Tides are an adventurer’s friend, offering a huge variety of challenges in a good way, while to the unwary they are an ever-present danger. Almost 80 of the islands in this book are tidal and most of these can be walked to via beaches and causeways. Others can only be walked to on low spring tides, when it is possible to stay dry while walking along the seabed between islands in the Isles of Scilly, or reach islands along vast tracts of drying reef in Jersey. One route, alongside Foulness Island, is known as The Doomway by virtue of the number of poor souls who misjudged the tides and perished.

         There are plenty of other ways of getting to these islands, though. There are large ferries to the Channel Islands and Holy Island, smaller ferries to the Isle of Man and even smaller ferries between islands. There are wildlife watching boat trips, fishing boats and sea tractors or, if you prefer, you can swim, paddleboard or kayak under your own steam. If none of these are possible, then many of the islands can be easily viewed from one of our great network of paths, including the Isle of Anglesey Coastal Path, Pembrokeshire Coast Path, South West Coast Path and the England Coast Path, which are all a joy to walk in themselves.

         Our islands showcase the timeline of the human history of Britain. They tell us about how Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age peoples lived and the successive occupations by Romans, Vikings, Normans and Germans. For over five hundred years they formed the front line in the defence against invasion by the French, Spanish, Dutch and Germans, their castles and forts updated again and again to face successive foes, each time with stronger fortifications and increasingly sophisticated weapons ranging from early cannon to World War II anti-aircraft guns. In between wars, they have been used to house prisoners, isolate disease, conceal illicit activities and test military hardware – all making the most of their open spaces away from civilisation. Conversely, islands have also been places of pilgrimage and spiritual retreat with modern-day pilgrims still making their way to Lindisfarne, Bardsey and Anglesey with St Michael’s Mount the end of a British leg of the Camino de Santiago.

         The birds, animals and plants of these islands are extraordinary too, both in rarity and spectacle of numbers. Skomer and Skokholm are home to half the world’s population of Manx shearwaters, while the Isle of Wight has recently re-introduced white-tailed eagles. The waters around the Isle of Man are a nursery for basking sharks; the puffins on Coquet, Farne and Lundy islands are loved by all; and Sheppey Island has an extraordinary National Nature Reserve – the only one you can legally spend a night on. That’s not to mention the bizarre or rare island species such as the Walney geranium and one of Britain’s scarcest bumblebees on Canvey Island to name a few.

         As an island’s surface and its surrounding ocean brims with life, the skies above burst with stars and planets. Many islands are Dark Sky Discovery Sites offering the best views of our home galaxy, the Milky Way. With the lack of light pollution, it is even sometimes possible to see the ethereal lights of the aurora borealis xi streaming above many of the northern islands such as the Isle of Man, Lindisfarne, St Mary’s and Anglesey.

         Aside from the natural and historical wonders, islands are also the destination for adventures. They are places for fun, to relax and restore. The very nature of islands means that fewer people tend to venture out to them, so their sublime beaches are generally rarely busy and you are likely to have many to yourself. They offer every type of water sport from swimming and snorkelling to kayaking, paddleboarding, kitesurfing and more. There is plenty of walking too, some with distinct coastal circumnavigations and others with easy scrambles around the perimeter. There are beachside campsites and glamping sites, top-end hotels, great B&Bs and group accommodation. With the freshest of seafood, breweries, home-made ice cream, great cafes, coffee roasteries and quirky island pubs, any stay on an island will also be a foray into the best of local food. For those seeking to dispense with modern-day life, there are the wild islands too. They are guaranteed to add new meaning to the term ‘off-grid’. One thing is for certain; no two islands are the same and each and every one will delight, whichever coast you find it on and whatever season you visit in.
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         How to ‘bag’ an island

         Unlike mountains where ‘bagging’ means reaching the summit, bagging an island is more about exploration and not just setting foot on an island and rushing on to the next. It’s about meeting the islanders, tasting the food or staying a night or two to enjoy the night skies. It’s about experiencing the island at low and high water, leaving footprints on its beaches, getting up close to its wildlife, playing in its waters and walking its coastlines. In short, ‘island bagging’ xii means whatever you want it to mean, just so long as you don’t rush it. If you do, you’ll miss that very thing that makes it so special.

         How to use this book

         Each chapter groups islands together in a region and the individual entries detail how to access the islands (if possible; some can only be viewed from a mainland path) and the best activities to do once there. It is not exhaustive in all island highlights, and focuses more on the wild spaces, nature and outdoor activities than the more commercial offerings which have details on their own websites. Many of the routes and further information can be found at www.islandeering.com

         Tides

         Nearly 80 islands can only be accessed at low tide, with most accessed via a tidal crossing, causeway, path or road. Some can only be accessed on the lowest of spring tides. It is therefore important that tide timetables are consulted and any trip planned around the low tide. www.bbc.co.uk/weather/coast_and_sea/tide_tables

         Most islands have a high and low tide every twelve hours and twenty-five minutes. The extra twenty-five minutes per tide is why a high or low tide does not occur at the same time and place each day but constantly shifts by fifty minutes per day.

         Every day the position of the moon has an impact on the height, as well as time, of tides. So low tide on different days will mean different depths of water and possibly the difference between a walk and a swim. The lowest of low water is on a spring tide, during the full and new moon phases. Here, at low tide, the water goes out a bit further and, at high tide, it comes in further up the beach. Neap tides, when the moon is at first or third quarter, lead to low tides that are higher than average, and high tides that are lower – or in essence the tide goes out xiii less and comes in less. This all means that on the day of a tidal crossing, the height of the low tide needs to be checked in addition to the time of the low tide. Some islands remain underwater even at low tide for most of a lunar month, with water levels only dropping sufficiently to walk across the causeway on the lowest of spring tides.

         The depth of water at low tide can also be affected by unusually high and low pressure systems, or prolonged periods of strong winds and larger swells, which can all mean that an incoming tide can reach you before the predicted time. The height of water in tidal estuaries fed by mountain rivers may also vary depending on the amount of rainfall that the higher ground upriver has recently received.

         If you are swimming or paddling to islands, knowing the state of the tide will be key to having a safe adventure. If you imagine splitting the time between a high tide and low tide into six one-hour periods, slack tide, where water flows are the slowest, will often be found in the first and last hour period. The fastest flows of the ebbing tide will generally be experienced during the third and fourth hours which might be great if they are going in the same direction as you, but might make travel impossible if they are against you.

         Finally, the speed of the incoming tide can be faster than you can walk. Over shallow beaches, the incoming tide (the flood) can race in extremely quickly and sometimes fill in around you, especially if there are deeper channels on your crossing, so it is essential to give yourself plenty of time. If, for example, access is stated as three hours either side of low tide, you must aim to complete your crossing within the three hours after low water rather than start it.

         Weather

         The main thing to remember is that once you leave the mainland and head out to sea, the weather generally gets breezier and cooler. Always look at the forecast but bear in mind that things can change more rapidly on an island and can be very different between the leeward and windward coasts.

         Fog is the biggest challenge, particularly if you are on a tidal crossing with no markers and you are relying on your navigation skills. Always check the forecast before you head out. www.metoffice.gov.uk

         Exploring respectfully

         Islands are special places and if we all follow some basic guidelines they will remain so for longer.

         
             

         

         Stating the obvious: don’t start fires, leave litter, pick flowers, remove shells, remove fossils, harass the wildlife or visit areas where restrictions have been imposed due to wildlife.

         
             

         

         Dogs are generally welcome but always check first, particularly if you are entering a known wildlife area. Always follow the Countryside Code www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-countryside-code

         
             

         

         Wild camping is not permitted in the areas covered by this book unless you have the permission of the landowner. Many islands do have fantastically located commercial campsites.

         
             

         

         Rats: some bird-friendly islands are very keen to keep rats out, after they have previously devastated wildlife, some of which has never returned. Be friendly if the boat crew need to check inside your bag.

         
             

         

         Nature: there are many special places for nesting and migrating birds on islands. Please be sensitive about walking, swimming and kayaking along cliffs and ground nesting sites. Once disturbed, many birds will not return to the nest. Similarly, many plants are rare and damage must be avoided. Grey seals pup between October and January and common (harbour) seals pup in June and July. In general, seals should not be approached closer than twenty metres; dogs should always be controlled near them.
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               xivDubbed ‘England’s Enchanted Archipelago’, this outstandingly beautiful, uncrowded and unspoilt group of islands are a world apart in every way. Lying just off the coast of Cornwall, there are some 140 islands here, five of which are inhabited. The main island, St Mary’s, is the first port of call for most visitors and the hub of inter-island travel. The islands offer something for everyone from ancient history and staggering bird life to subtropical gardens and dramatic lighthouses. For the active, there are challenging swimming events, sea kayaking expeditions and snorkelling with seals. For families, the pristine beaches and clear waters are perfect for exploring, rockpooling or simply relaxing. Great food is a Scilly speciality too, with excellent restaurants, cafes and characterful inns along with home-made ice cream from one of England’s smallest dairy herds and the freshest of local food plucked from the surrounding ocean and island gardens.
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5St Mary’s

         ACCESS FERRY; PLANE; HELICOPTER

         The largest island of the Scilly archipelago and home to around 1,800 Scillonians, this is the beating heart of Scilly and the gateway to the other islands. Its wonderful beaches, local food, charming lanes, music and culture are a celebration of what these enchanted isles are all about. Hugh Town is the main centre with its cluster of shops, banks, post office, pubs, restaurants and cafes as well as the main supermarket on the archipelago. It has three lovely beaches and The Quay, where the daily Scillonian III arrives from Penzance and the inter-island ferries depart. Alternatively, small Skybus planes arrive year-round at the tiny airport on St Mary’s from the mainland. The impressive fortification of The Garrison dominates the south-west peninsula, while the island’s north coast is a string of deserted sandy beaches, incredible ancient sites and stunning seascapes. There are also four small islands off St Mary’s that can be accessed at low tide. The island has every type of accommodation to suit a range of budgets; from coastal self-catering cottages, luxury hotels and inns to glamping and camping. Sampling St Mary’s delicious food is an island highlight. Getting around the island is a laid-back affair with plenty of paths, including the beautiful coastal path, and quiet lanes to cycle or traverse by electric golf cart. There are taxis on the island and a community bus service that circles the island several times a day. Ferries run by the St Mary’s Boatmen’s Association to the off-islands generally depart from The Quay at 10.15 a.m. and 2.00 p.m. as a minimum (Easter to the end of October), with additional departures at busier times and wildlife and circular island tours on offer. Check the blackboard at The Quay or the association’s Facebook page for the changing daily ferry times.
www.stmarysbikehire.co.uk
www.scillycart.co
www.scillyboating.co.uk

         Circumnavigate the island [image: ]


         Hiking the sixteen-kilometre coast path around the perimeter of St Mary’s is a great way to explore the island and sample the great island hospitality. From Hugh Town the route follows the defensive walls of The Garrison around the western peninsula, with a pit stop at the cafe-lined promenade and sandy beach of Porthcressa, before reaching the other-worldly rock formations of Peninnis Head and quaint Old Town with St Mary’s Old Church where Harold Wilson, who served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom in the 1960s and 1970s, is buried. Reaching the island’s south-east corner, Porth Hellick is a special place for nature and history with the largest body of freshwater on the island just inland from the shingle sandbar and the Bronze Age cemetery of Porth Hellick Down. The beautiful sand beach of Pelistry Bay on the east coast is the starting point for a low-tide walk to Toll’s Island, while the north coast has the highest concentration of incredible prehistoric remains, along with superb views of Tresco and the other islands. The high point of the island in the small settlement of Telegraph is located a few hundred metres off the coast path at the intersection of Pungies Lane and Telegraph Road and can be bagged on the return to Hugh Town.
www.islandeering.com

         Prehistoric lives and death [image: ]


         St Mary’s has the best range of surviving prehistoric sites in the Scilly archipelago with ancient homes and burial sites. A visit to them is a thought-provoking experience as you gaze across fantastic seascapes and wonder what life must have been like when the islands you see before you were vast plains, and the sea levels much lower. On the north-west coast the remains of a number of interconnecting stone houses from the Iron Age and Roman period can be seen at Halangy Down Ancient Village. Close by, the Bronze Age entrance grave of Bant’s Carn has an impressive burial chamber covered with massive capstones. Further examples of Bronze Age burial chambers can be seen on the north-east coast 6near Innisidgen and the south-east coast near Porth Hellick Down. All can be reached via the coast path.
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7Explore small islands linked to St Mary’s [image: ]


         There are four small islands off the coast of St Mary’s that can be accessed at low tide. Toll’s Island is the largest at 300 metres long and 175 metres wide. It sits in the north-east of St Mary’s, 100 metres off Pelistry Bay, to which it is linked by a sand tombolo. A number of overgrown paths weave through the island’s interior of grass, heather, gorse and brambles. In the west, wind-stunted trees sit within a walled area. For the eagle-eyed there are four small stone-lined kelp pits, marked on the Ordnance Survey map, just back from the shoreline on the south side of the island. They were used to burn seaweed to make soda ash for glass, soap and alum production. The remains of an English Civil War gun battery, Pellew’s Redoubt, can also be seen on the sixteen-metre high point of the island.

         Innisidgen is a small tidal island that sits 100 metres off the north-east coast of St Mary’s. This grass-topped island can be reached by an easy scramble from the mainland, just below the Bronze Age remains. Of no particular note, it is still a must for island baggers. Just north of Hugh Town, Taylor’s Island is a small, rocky tidal island joined to the north end of Porthloo Beach at low tide, with a high point of fourteen metres. At the south end of the same beach, Newford Island, only cut off for an hour or so around high tide, has a dilapidated market garden in its centre. The island is a Scheduled Monument by virtue of its defensive wall and gun battery, dating to the English Civil War, on the western half of the island. In addition, Rat Island was joined to St Mary’s by the harbour wall in Hugh Town, a building project undertaken as part of the quay extension in the nineteenth century. It is now home to the Isles of Scilly Steamship Group’s ticket office and facilities; there is also a good restaurant and inter-island boats depart from here.

         On the scent of narcissi [image: ]


         A much-coveted Scilly speciality, these cut flowers and bulbs are a gift that keeps on giving. Definitely not daffodils, narcissi have up to fifteen flowers on each stem, and are uniquely scented. With Royal Connection, Scilly Valentine, Scilly White, Soleil d’Or, Cheerfulness and many others to choose from there is a scent for every occasion. Nine family-owned flower farms make the most of St Mary’s ideal climate to grow these delights in small hedge-lined fields for the global export of hand-picked flowers. Visit the narcissi exhibition at Scented Narcissi near the airport or buy bulbs around the island. Seaways Farm Shop is a favourite, particularly when combined with a visit to adjoining Juliet’s Garden Restaurant with its good food and drink and stunning views over St Mary’s Harbour.

         Swimming, coasteering and kayaking [image: ]


         There’s plenty to do on St Mary’s for the more adventurous. Enjoy the freedom of jumping from rocks into the Atlantic and exploring the surreal granite cliffs and oddly-shaped tors of Peninnis Head on a coasteering trip. St Mary’s also has a number of unique wild swim events. The toughest, Scilly 360, is a complete circumnavigation of St Mary’s, about fifteen kilometres, with a well-earned party afterwards. The island’s water sports centre at Porth Mellon has instruction and paddleboards, dinghies and windsurfing boards are available to hire. A sea kayak expedition is also a great way to explore all the islands in the archipelago.
www.kernow-coasteering.co.uk
www.scillyswimchallenge.co.uk
www.sailingscilly.com
www.expeditionpaddler.com

         Carreg Dhu Garden [image: ]


         Tranquil Carreg Dhu is a subtropical community garden in an old quarry near Longstone Terrace in the centre of St Mary’s. Started in 1986, this volunteer-tended oasis brims with colourful plants. An area of the garden has been set aside 8for the Historic Narcissus Collection contained in six hexagonal borders to preserve the traditional varieties grown on the islands. Easily reached from Hugh Town, entry is free and there are plenty of quiet corners to explore.

         Spot dolphins [image: ]


         If you travel to the islands on the Scillonian III, you’ll very likely see dolphins and porpoises riding the bow wave and, if you are lucky, basking sharks. There are several wildlife trips that operate from St Mary’s and pods of hundreds of dolphins can be spotted, often west of the archipelago.

         Island gin and wine [image: ]


         The Scilly Spirit Gin School is the perfect rainy-day activity. At the distillery in Old Town you can go on a short guided tour to see the beautiful stills, Bishop and Daisy, and learn about distillation and the history of gin. You can make your own gin in a personal mini still. With tutoring on flavour profile and a choice of over sixty botanicals, you can create your perfect gin. St Mary’s also has its own vineyard in the tranquil and beautiful Holy Vale. The Cellar Door is well worth visiting and wine tastings (of world wine) are informative and entertaining.
www.scillyspirit.com
www.holyvalewines.co.uk

         Walk around The Garrison [image: ]


         Dominating the whole western peninsula of St Mary’s, it is hard to miss one of the most impressive coastal defence systems in England. Here you can wander around the defensive walls and explore the tunnels, as well as sample the excellent food and accommodation at Star Castle, once the nucleus of the defensive system initially developed by Elizabethans to defend against the Spanish Armada. Using the strategic promontory, known originally as The Hugh, The Garrison became a Royalist stronghold during the English Civil War and 9was further developed in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries with continued threat of invasion by the French and Spanish. Many of the surviving batteries, barracks and buildings date from this time. The Garrison was re-armed in World War I and used again as a signal station and barracks in World War II. The Garrison walk starts in Hugh Town and passes through The Garrison gateway, the original arched gateway with a bellcote and parapet above, and a sunken powder magazine called the Rocket House. It then follows the coast and ends along a wooded path to Porthcressa Beach which is accessed via hidden stairs and a tunnel.
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         Watch a gig race [image: ]


         Gig rowing runs through the veins of every Scillonian and watching these colourful boats and crews practice and race is an experience to behold. Heralding from the late eighteenth century, when local pilot boats guided sailing ships to the Cornish shores, these boats have always been built for competition – as the pilot gig that got to the ship first got the job and the wage. Gig racing can be watched on Wednesday and Saturday evenings any time of the year, with the racing calendar culminating in the World Pilot Gig Championships in the waters off St Mary’s. The event attracts thousands of rowers and supporters from across the globe for a weekend of passionate rowing and revelry alike. The Mermaid Inn and the pubs on the smaller islands are full of merriment, sea shanties and beer fumes. For events check notice boards around Hugh Town.
www.gigrower.co.uk/events
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         Choose a festival [image: ]


         Whatever your interest you’ll find a fabulous festival to attend on St Mary’s: Walk Scilly; Taste of Scilly; Scilly Folk Festival; Creative Scilly; Scilly Dark Skies and Wild Scilly, to name just a few. 10

         Western Rocks

         ACCESS NOT PERMITTED; NON-LANDING BOAT TRIP

         Once of shipwrecking notoriety, the jagged jaws of this tiny archipelago, on the outer south-west edge of Scilly, are now a birdwatcher’s paradise. The only other land between these skerries and North America is nearby Bishop Rock and its lighthouse. An Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust reserve for breeding European shag and European storm petrel, it is also home to breeding seals and other seabirds including puffin and kittiwake. It can be visited as part of a non-landing boat trip and wildlife tour.
www.scillyboating.co.uk

         Annet

         ACCESS NOT PERMITTED; NON-LANDING BOAT TRIP

         Known as ‘bird island’, this is the main seabird breeding site in Scilly. In early summer the skies and seas around it are full of puffins, razorbills and gulls, but its real fame arises from its large colonies of Manx shearwater and European storm petrel. It is also an important breeding site for the Atlantic grey seal. Just one kilometre west of St Agnes, it is managed by the Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust. Landing is prohibited, but St Agnes Boating run weekly trips with an Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust ranger on board.
www.stagnesboating.co.uk
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         St Agnes

         ACCESS SMALL FERRY

         The astonishing rock formations, idyllic sandbars, secluded coves and uninterrupted swells pounding the west coast leaves you in no doubt that this is an island for adventure. Home to the most southerly settlement in the United Kingdom, this is as far away from the mainland as it gets, yet its remoteness makes its hospitality warmer with its much-loved inn, self-catering cottages and cafes along the quaint jumble of small lanes and a superb ice-cream-making dairy with adjacent beach-side camping. St Agnes Boating and St Mary’s Boatmen’s Association run regular boats to and from St Mary’s.
www.stagnesboating.co.uk
www.scillyboating.co.uk
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         Walk the coast path [image: ]


         This generally easy-graded, seven-kilometre coast path takes in most of the island’s highlights. It starts at the Quay, where the inter-island boat arrives, passes The Bar across to Gugh then takes in the wind-pruned heath 11of Wingletang Down at the southern tip of St Agnes and the fantastical granite outcrops, including Nags Head. The wild west coast feels within touching distance of the fearsomely jagged Western Rocks and the swirling bird colonies of Annet. Troytown Farm and Campsite provides a great opportunity for refreshments before a walk out to tidal Burnt Island and then on around the north part of St Agnes to return.
www.islandeering.com

         Ice cream from one of the smallest dairy herds in the country [image: ]


         One of the joys of life is swinging gently from the fishing net hammock strung between two rocks above the shoreline on Troytown Farm and deciding which ice cream from among the thirty flavours to try next – rose geranium, Baileys or chocolate and cherry? Troytown Farm is the only dairy farm in Scilly and, with only nine milking Jersey and Ayrshire cows, it may also be the smallest in the country. Grazing on the island’s lush grasslands full of birdlife, butterflies and flowers, the milk they produce must be good for you. Butter, clotted cream and deliciously creamy yoghurt are also available.
www.troytown.co.uk

         Camp and watch the sun go down [image: ]


         Troytown Campsite is beachside camping about as wild as it gets but within easy walking distance of The Turks Head for good food and beer, local cafes and restaurants, and a farm shop on-site that sells home-grown vegetables. Pitch up freestyle with your own tent or rent one of the site’s bell tents and rest your head on the last inhabited land before the Atlantic Ocean – although this isn’t for the faint-hearted on a stormy night. In the evening sit on the campsite beach and gaze out at the Western Rocks and the lighthouse at Bishop Rock; with incredible sunsets and starry nights you won’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

         Snorkel The Cove [image: ]


         This magical hidden cove, just south of The Bar across to Gugh, is fringed by fragrant trees and shrubs. The talc-white sand beach gives way to rocks of the seabed and makes a perfect spot for snorkelling and rockpooling at low tide. For refreshments, The Turks Head is just a short walk away.

         Wingletang Down [image: ]


         This wild southern headland is a fascinating boulder-strewn landscape held together by wind-pruned heather dotted with plant life that can be found nowhere else in the UK. The weathered granite outcrops form weird and wonderful shapes that animate the landscape, with Nags Head (grid reference: SV 877078) probably the most remarkable. Standing at 4.5 metres tall, this ancient stone has an extremity that looks like an old horse’s head.

         St Warna’s Well [image: ]


         To the north-west of Wingletang Down, above Porth Warna, a stone-lined well (grid reference: SV 880078) dedicated to St Warna is the only holy well on the Isles of Scilly. St Warna was a saint from Ireland whose role was thought to be to direct ships away from the rocks. Occasionally, during hard times, islanders were thought to have made offerings to the well in the hope that her protection would fail and the goods from the wrecked ships could be plundered.

         Troy Town Maze [image: ]


         South of the campsite, on Long Point, the seven-ring turf and stone maze is thought to have been originally made on the shore to protect sailors by sending them fair winds; its structure is a common occurrence throughout Europe. The current maze is thought to be the work of Amor Clarke, a lighthouse keeper on the island in the 1790s, but excavations in the 1980s uncovered a much older maze on the site. It is a magical place for a full moon foray and impossible to get lost, as there are no dead ends. 12

         An island murder mystery [image: ]


         St Agnes’ squat lighthouse is visible from most points on the island. The light, originally a coal fire in an open casket, is one of Britain’s earliest lights but the building holds a dark secret. Two squabbling keepers tended the light but one disappeared without explanation one night. He was found forty years later buried beneath the foundations of the lighthouse buildings, identified only by his teeth. It is also said that this light was deliberately involved in wrecking, so there may be more than one ghost.

         The Turks Head Inn [image: ]


         A characterful pub inside with a terraced garden offering beautiful views across the small harbour of Porth Conger to the island of Gugh. The inn is a destination in itself – evening boat trips are often run to the inn from St Mary’s – as well as being a great pit stop for a refreshing pint while you wait for the ferry or simply sit and watch the island’s comings and goings.

         Gugh

         ACCESS TIDAL CROSSING

         Accessed via an exotic white sandbar at low tide, this tiny island offers fabulous views across the crystal-clear waters of Porth Conger to St Agnes. There is a faint path around the island’s perimeter which includes an impressive standing stone, the Old Man of Gugh at three metres tall, and Obadiah’s Barrow; there’s also a path to the high point of the island at Kittern Hill (thirty-four metres) for incredible views of the Western Rocks, Annet and the foreboding stone walls of The Garrison and rock formations at Peninnis Head on St Mary’s. The nearest food and accommodation are on St Agnes.

         Samson

         ACCESS SMALL FERRY (RESTRICTIONS APRIL–SEPTEMBER)

         A true castaway experience, this idyllic tiny island has deserted white sands, sparkling sea, stunning wild flowers, birds, seals and around eight thousand years of living history. The largest uninhabited island in the archipelago is formed by two hills connected by a sandy isthmus and is managed by the Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust as a nature reserve. Access to Bar Point from a St Mary’s Boatmen’s Association boat is either via transfer to a small RIB or to ‘walk a plank’ across to the sand. There are no facilities on the island. Access is by small ferry but is restricted from April until September on the south and west coasts. Access restrictions due to wildlife on the Isles of Scilly are determined by the Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust.
www.ios-wildlifetrust.org.uk/making-space-for-nature

         Climb the island high points [image: ]


         The tops of North Hill and South Hill (the high point at forty-two metres) can be reached by paths that climb from the sandy isthmus that joins them. A Bronze Age stone burial chamber can be explored on North Hill which also offers a great vantage point to see the Samson Flats, a Bronze Age field system exposed at low tide. An ascent of South Hill reveals more prehistoric graves along with the ruined cottages of the forty or so people that once lived here. The last two surviving families suffered malnutrition from a diet of limpets and potatoes.

         Idyllic beaches to relax or swim [image: ]


         Between the two hills, the path along the sandy isthmus weaves through beautiful wild-flower ‘gardens’ as well as the beaches of East and West Porth and the ruins of the boatsheds of the fishermen that once lived here. Further north, Bar Point, with its white sand beach and gently lapping waters, makes an ideal place to relax or take a swim. 13

         Low-tide walk to Puffin Island and Tresco [image: ]


         At extreme low spring tides it is possible to walk from Bar Point, initially heading west then out towards Puffin Island. For the adventurous and strong swimmer, it is also possible to walk back to Tresco via the Channel Ledge – although be prepared to wade through the numerous channels on your way. Check the tide times to ensure it is during one of the lowest spring tides.
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         Bryher

         ACCESS SMALL FERRY; TIDAL CROSSING

         An island of dramatic contrasts with thundering Atlantic waves pounding Hell Bay in the west, while tranquil bays and peaceful sand beaches line the south and east coasts. One of the smaller inhabited islands, it is known as ‘land of the hills’ due to its succession of prominent hills linked together by low-lying necks where farms and homes are clustered. The high point of the island is Watch Hill, at forty-three metres. Its main village, The Town, lies on the east coast opposite Tresco. The island has a luxurious hotel, a campsite, a B&B and a number of self-catering cottages. For many, the local food and drink are the main reason they visit, with local fish and shellfish, cafes, a pub, fine dining and a well-stocked island shop, along with a variety of home-grown produce. Bryher has two quays, Church Quay used at high water and Bar Quay used at low water, served by regular inter-island boats from St Mary’s and Tresco.

         Sample the island produce [image: ]


         The entire island is dotted with honesty stalls selling fresh produce including farm eggs, garden-grown salad and vegetables, strawberries, home-made chutneys and delicious island fudge. Together with freshly baked bread from the Bryher Shop you can fix yourself up with a tasty picnic and finish with the excellent tatty cake, which is only made on this island to a recipe handed down through generations. Island Fish sell freshly caught fish and shellfish daily, crab, lobster, mackerel, ready-made lobster and crab rolls and delicious home-made crab quiche to take away. 14

         Hire a boat and explore the smaller islands [image: ]


         Bennett’s Boatyard and Bryher Boatyard offer boats and kayaks for hire. You can have your own desert island adventure and paddle to Samson or simply explore the tiny islands in the tranquil waters of the Tresco Channel.
www.bennettboatyard.com
www.islesofscillyboathire.com

         A pint in one of Britain’s smallest bars [image: ]


         Fraggle Rock Bar is a destination in itself for many, especially on Fish and Chip Friday, and has been nominated by Jamie Oliver as a ‘best British boozer’. With beautiful views across the Tresco Channel it is a pleasure to sit on one of the outside benches with a local ale and enjoy the views to Hangman Island and to Cromwell’s Castle and King Charles’s Castle on Tresco.

         The Crab Shack [image: ]


         A must for seafood lovers, this rustic shed, part of the Hell Bay Hotel, is laid out with wooden benches serving simply prepared Bryher crab, mussels and scallops. You choose a crab and a flavoured butter, put on your apron and set to with a pair of crab crackers. Prepare to get very messy in this highly social affair.
www.hellbay.co.uk

         Low-tide walk to Tresco [image: ]


         When sea levels were much lower, Bryher was once joined to Tresco, and on very low tides it is still possible to walk across the ocean floor between the two (see Walk the ocean floor to Bryher for full details).

         Walk around the whole island [image: ]


         Bryher’s eight-kilometre coast path is the best way to explore the whole island in a day. The undulating route is easy to follow and ‘climbs’ the three small hills of the island and descends into all of its coves and beaches; there are plenty of great pit stops on the way. Starting at Church Quay, the old bulb fields and quaint cottages of Old Town lead to the popular Fraggle Rock Bar before heading into the wilds of the moorland of Shipman Head Down and one of the largest Bronze Age burial sites in north-west Europe. From here ancient settlers believed their dead ancestors could keep watch over the living. Rounding the northern tip, the west coast is dramatic with cliffs and sentinel rocks exposed to the full power of the Atlantic. The aptly named Hell Bay is often a seething mass of white spume and thunderous waves. Heading south the landscape becomes much gentler at Stinking Porth, around the Hell Bay Hotel, with the brackish and calm waters of Great Pool a magnet for migrating birds. The path climbs again to reach the westerly points of Gweal Hill, Heathy Hill and Droppy Nose Point, a charismatic rock formation and a favourite haul-out site for seals. The dramatic, jagged Norrard Rocks can be seen from both hills. The south coast then becomes flatter with the sands of Rushy Bay before skirting around the base of Samson Hill, the location for the film based on Why the Whales Came by Michael Morpurgo, after which the route gently returns to Church Quay.
www.islandeering.com

         Stained-glass windows of All Saints’ Church [image: ]


         Designed by Scilly islander Oriel Hicks, the beautiful, colourful stained-glass windows of this church are best seen from the inside. The scenes of a gig rowing out to save a wreck and the flowers and birdlife of the island are a riot of colour even on a cloudy day.

         Swim in Rushy Bay [image: ]


         The best beach and swimming spot on Bryher, Rushy Bay is a sheltered cove on the south side of the island, opposite Samson. Pristine white sands, private nooks amongst the tall marram grass and very calm, shallow water make for a great family beach. For the inquisitive there are plenty of shells to find, as well as the rare dwarf pansy. Building chortens with the pebbles on the beach is also a favourite activity with visitors here. 15

         Find the longest cave in Scilly [image: ]


         Just north of Great High Rock, on Bryher’s west coast, is the longest cave in Scilly. Thought to be used by smugglers in times gone by, it is hard to find. Its entrance is just one metre wide and nine metres high. This is not a trip for the faint-hearted. Scramble down to the base of the cliffs, then over the large boulder protecting the cave entrance. Only to be attempted during low tide, with minimum westerly swell.

         Shipman Head

         ACCESS TIDAL CROSSING (RESTRICTIONS APRIL–SEPTEMBER)

         Shipman Head is separated from Bryher’s northern tip by a narrow channel of water at the bottom of a steep-walled gully. In gentle seas, the gully is a thrilling place to jump into or swim for the more experienced. At low tide a large boulder protects the gully’s western end from the breaking waves, creating a bubbling ‘seawater spa’. The large kelp bed at the eastern end of the gully is also great to explore with a snorkel. Shipman Head itself can be accessed on foot at low tide via the jumble of rocks at the western end of the gully and its high point (at thirty-six metres) is readily climbed. As an important seabird colony, access is prohibited from April until September. If it is not possible to pass the gully, it is still well worth dropping down to the rock platform on Bryher above it to watch the water surging through.
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         Tresco

         ACCESS SMALL FERRY; TIDAL CROSSING; HELICOPTER

         Renowned for its sophisticated vibe, beautiful beaches and world famous subtropical gardens, the second largest island of Scilly, and the only one privately owned, has plenty of wild places to discover amongst the great cafes, pubs and luxury accommodation on offer. An island of many contrasts, its exposed north coast is rugged with granite outcrops and heathland, while the east and south are mostly sand and shell beaches. Inland, the freshwater pools are a birdwatcher’s paradise; the high point of the island reaches forty-four metres. The main settlements are New Grimsby and Old Grimsby on the west and east coasts respectively. The whole island offers accommodation of every type except camping, along with some lovely cafes, inns and restaurants and the well-stocked and upmarket Tresco Stores. Day trip boats from St Mary’s dock at the Quay at New Grimsby, usually twice a day; they also arrive from St Martin’s and St Agnes on a less frequent basis. From Tresco the inter-island boat is run by Tresco Boat Services. There is no public transport on Tresco and the best way to get around is on foot. Bike hire is available in New Grimsby, while kayaks, boats and paddleboards can be hired from the sailing school at Old Grimsby.

         Tresco Abbey Garden [image: ]


         This seven-hectare subtropical garden is home to over twenty thousand exotic plants from across the world that can be grown here, and nowhere else in Britain, because of Tresco’s very mild climate. Built in the nineteenth century amongst the ruins of a Benedictine abbey, there are fishponds, a stone Gaia sculpture, glades of tree ferns and protea and succulent-lined terraces all nestled in a botanical paradise with beautiful ocean views beyond. The Mediterranean Garden, with its Agave Fountain and the Shell House decorated with seashell mosaics, is home to the Valhalla Museum and its collection of around thirty ships’ figureheads and carvings. Most of the figureheads date from the late nineteenth century, and come from shipwrecks of merchant sailing vessels or early steamships that were wrecked on the archipelago.
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         Find the skeleton in Piper’s Hole [image: ]


         Piper’s Hole is a sea cave situated on the north-east tip of Tresco. Once a famous smugglers’ haunt, the name may have derived from the clay pipes smokers once used. Legend states that Piper’s Hole connects to a passage under the sea leading to a sea cave on St Mary’s, and that men who entered it were never seen again; dogs emerged from the tunnel minus most of their fur. Access, only during low tide and low sea swell conditions, is via a small entrance packed with large boulders which have to be scrambled over before dropping down to the sea-level cave. It then opens up to reveal a small freshwater pool, often filled with the floating aids that previous cavers have used to stay dry during the crossing. In the pre-war years tourists visited the pool using a punt. Keep to the right of the pool where an underwater ledge makes it possible to wade rather than swim the pool. There’s a gravel beach at the far end, on which the skeleton sits, beyond which is a narrow corridor of granite that peters out after about thirty metres. The roof of the cave glitters like small pieces of silver, thought to be a result of condensation supporting microbial communities, or salt and calcite deposits.

         Walk the ocean floor to Bryher [image: ]


         Several times a year, on very low spring tides, the water level is so low in the Tresco Channel that it is possible to walk across the dryish seabed to Bryher and if you leave early enough you can also walk to Samson. The walk generally starts at the slipway on Tresco heading towards Plumb Island and crosses to Church Quay, Bryher. The committed island bagger can visit Merrick Island on the way. During the summer months the Tresco Estate organises a pop-up festival midway across, on a sandbar that is usually several metres underwater. There’s a Hell Bay gin bar, mini pasties and cakes, as well as fish, shellfish and paella from Bryher’s Island Fish to choose from.
www.tresco.co.uk
www.islandeering.com

         Pizza at The Ruin [image: ]


         Nestled in Old Grimsby, this wonderfully laid-back eatery has idyllic views across the beach of Raven’s Porth. Whether sitting on the wooden decking with a coffee or an evening meal, it’s an experience that shouldn’t be rushed. At the heart of this mosaic-decorated restaurant a wood-fired oven produces delicious pizzas, roast meats, fish and home-made bread. It takes its name from the ruined smuggler’s cottage that forms part of its terrace.
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         Discover Tresco’s castles [image: ]


         Cromwell’s Castle is fabulously located on a rocky promontory to the north-west of the island, where it once guarded New Grimsby Sound and protected the heart of the archipelago. Built to deter Dutch invaders, it is a rare survivor from Cromwell’s time. A staircase spirals within the walls of its tall round tower, taking the visitor to the roof for great views through any of its six gun ports. Cromwell’s Castle superseded King Charles’s Castle, which is located on the hill above it. The latter was so poorly sited that to hit enemy ships its cannons had to be aimed downwards and the cannonballs were said to roll out before they could be fired. Today it makes a romantic ruin to explore and enjoy the surrounding seascapes. Another fortification, overlooking Old Grimsby Harbour, is the sixteenth-century Old Blockhouse, built to protect against a French attack. It would have housed a battery of artillery pieces positioned on a gun platform on top of a rocky outcrop, with defensive banks and walls and tiny living quarters.

         Walk around the island [image: ]


         This ten-kilometre walk starts at Carn Near Quay then gently wanders through New Grimsby and north to Cromwell’s Castle on the boulder-strewn shore before ascending to the ruins of King Charles’s Castle. It climbs Gun Hill and crosses the heather-clad moor of the island’s north then dips into Piper’s Hole and the ruins of the Old Blockhouse to reach the delightful, castaway cafe, The Ruin. The easy 18path south then follows the bone-white beaches to reach the dune-backed Pentle Bay, named one of the top ‘under-the-radar’ beaches by The Wall Street Journal. The route back to Carn Near Quay affords plentiful views of Tresco Abbey and, if time permits, many options for a detour to visit the world-renowned subtropical garden and wildlife-rich Abbey Pool.
www.islandeering.com

         St Martin’s

         ACCESS SMALL FERRY

         Radiating an authentic simplicity and vibrant community spirit, the coastline of St Martin’s is fringed with spectacular white beaches with steep granite cliffs to the east and vast tidal rockpools to the west. The northernmost inhabited island in Scilly, this island has three quaint settlements of Higher Town, Middle Town and Lower Town and two quays connected by the island’s only lane. In the south, the narrow strip fields full of colourful flowers, vines and vegetables contrast sharply with the wild heathland areas of Chapel Down and the tidal White Island. Chapel Down, the island’s high point at forty-eight metres, is topped by an iconic red-and-white-striped daymark; it is the most distinctive structure within the archipelago and is one of the first features visitors spot from the Scillonian III. There are several accommodation options ranging from a great campsite, farm cottages and chalets to B&Bs and a hotel. There are several options for food and drink including fine dining, an island bakery, charming pub, tea rooms, roadside honesty stalls and an island store. Boats arrive (usually twice daily) from St Mary’s and about twice a week from Tresco, Bryher and St Agnes. The best way to get around St Martin’s is on foot. Kayaks can be hired at Higher Town.

         Tempt yourself in the bakery [image: ]


         Every morning a selection of organic loaves and rolls are baked, along with a weekly guest bread. With traditional Cornish pasties, tarts, pies, pizzas and home-made cakes to choose from, you can forage an excellent picnic here.

         Pick a beach [image: ]


         The only difficult thing about St Martin’s is deciding which beach to visit, as its whole coastline is fringed with spectacular white sands and crystal-clear water. Great Bay on the north coast is a long, wild stretch of sand that has often been voted the best beach in Britain. A family favourite is dune-backed Lawrence’s Bay which stretches between Lower Town and Higher Town; its sands gently enter the shallows of St Martin’s Flats making it perfect for a swim. For rockpooling, Pernagie Point at the northern tip of the island has large pools, as does Lawrence’s Bay in the south, where you’ll find anything from sea slugs, squat lobsters and pipefish to strawberry anemones, starfish, clingfish and crabs.

         Meet ‘Billy Idol’ [image: ]


         Amongst the wild heathland of Chapel Down, home to the red-and-white-striped daymark, there are a number of ancient cairns and entrance graves. Amongst these sits ‘Billy Idol’, a locally-named, one-metre-tall standing stone that has a carved head similar to those found in Brittany and the Channel Islands. It was discovered in the early 1900s, lost and then found again in 1989 after a bracken fire. Grid reference: SV 942159.

         Snorkel with seals [image: ]


         Scilly Seal Snorkelling run swimming-with-seals trips from St Martin’s to the friendly seal colony of the Eastern Isles. The large males and the smaller, more sociable females often seek you out and like to play, usually by nipping your flipper or playing hide and seek in the kelp. October is the best time to swim with the seals as the water is still ‘warm’ and there are young pups to spot. Wetsuits, masks and fins are provided as well as advice on how to approach the seals responsibly.
www.scillysealsnorkelling.com19

         Walk around the island [image: ]


         St Martin’s fourteen-kilometre spectacular coast path weaves through the island’s vastly contrasting landscapes. Starting at Lower Town Quay it follows the low-level wild west coast to Pernagie Point with its other-worldly rocky foreshore that extends around the headland to White Island. The extensive sands of Great Bay stretch along the north coast to the secluded Bread and Cheese Cove where the route then climbs to the heathland of Chapel Down and the high point of the island. The tranquil walk along the south coast passes once-thriving bulb fields, vineyards and flower farms to reach the shallow waters and sublime beach near Lower Town Quay.
www.islandeering.com

         Sea shanties at the Seven Stones Inn [image: ]


         This rustic and quirky inn is a highlight for any visit to the island. With wood panels, old settles and a wood-burner in the big stone fireplace inside, and stunning seascapes from the stone terrace outside, it’s the sort of place you can get very settled and soak up St Martin’s island life. With live music, quiz nights, barbecues and film festivals, it is very popular with islanders and visitors and, during gig rowing championships, it’s a great place to catch the buzz from the Cornish singers and their shanties.
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         White Island

         ACCESS TIDAL CROSSING

         An extraordinary, boulder-strewn causeway leads across from St Martin’s to this tidal island. Once there, you can follow a faint path around the coast to see the rarely visited ancient, chambered cairns, prehistoric field systems and a dramatic chasm called Chad Girt. The high point (at thirty-one metres) at the north end of the island offers great views of the northern rocks of this archipelago. There’s a very sheltered sandy beach at Porth Morran which makes for an excellent, secluded swim. If time permits, once back on St Martin’s, head north and scramble 500 metres across the tidal rocks to nearby Pernagie Isle.

         St Helen’s

         ACCESS BOAT TRIP (RESTRICTIONS APRIL–SEPTEMBER)

         This uninhabited island, formed as a single forty-four-metre hill, sits in the north of the archipelago between Tresco and St Martin’s. The landing site is on a sandy beach on the south of the island where there are the remains 20of a granite quay and low sand dunes at the top of the beach. St Helen’s is home to one of the earliest Christian sites in Scilly, an eighth-century chapel, that sits on the island’s south slope. A service is held there every August. The other building of note is the ruined Pest House, situated on a flat area behind the dunes. Also known as St Helen’s Isolation Hospital, it was a quarantine station built to house plague cases from visiting ships calling at Old Grimsby. It was constructed after an Act of Parliament in 1754 decreed that any plague-ridden ship north of Cape Finisterre heading for England should anchor off this island. Visit as part of an organised tour from St Mary’s or by private boat; access is restricted off the northern tip from April to September due to wildlife.

         Teän

         ACCESS BOAT TRIP (RESTRICTIONS APRIL–SEPTEMBER)

         Nestled between St Helen’s to the north-west and St Martin’s to the east, this tiny uninhabited island is composed of a series of granite tors, dune grassland, and sandy beaches. There are ruins of an early Christian chapel and graveyard and a nineteenth-century cottage to explore. Faint paths ascend Great Hill (the high point of the island at thirty-three metres) to visit a Bronze Age entrance grave and to enjoy the expansive panorama. The rare dwarf pansy, a plant which only occurs on Scilly, can be spotted in the short coastal turf, in the sand dunes or at the entrances to rabbit burrows. Access as part of an organised tour from St Mary’s or by private boat; access is restricted on the wildlife reserve in the centre of the island from April until September.

         Other islands in the St Helen’s Group

         Accessible islands in the St Helen’s Group include Foremans Island to the east of Tresco and Northwethel off Gimble Porth, Tresco. The latter consists of two hills connected by a low stretch of land with a sandy landing beach to the east and Bronze Age cairns, prehistoric field systems and hut circles at the island’s highest point. Other islands where access is not permitted include the most northerly island of this group, Round Island, with an unmanned lighthouse on its summit, and Men-a-vaur to the north-west of St Helen’s which consists of three granite slabs and is an important breeding site for the razorbill, fulmar and guillemot.
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         Nornour and Great Ganilly

         ACCESS BOAT TRIP; RESTRICTIONS (GREAT GANILLY) APRIL–SEPTEMBER

         Nornour is an amazing island to explore for its incredible ancient ruins and outer edge feel. The whole island is a bracken-covered hill joined to Great Ganilly by a low-tide boulder tombolo. The views from its high point of twenty-three metres reach across most of the Scilly archipelago and back to mainland England and seals can be spotted in the sea below swimming in the kelp forest of the sheltered west coast. The island tells an incredible story of Romans re-using an Iron Age settlement for religious activity; which is a very rare occurrence. Uncovered in 1962 by a violent storm, an extensive settlement of ancient hut circles and a shrine to the goddess Sillina, who is linked to Sulis of Bath, were found along with Roman brooches, coins, glass beads, jewellery, spoons and clay figurines. It is thought that the Romans built this shrine to a local sea goddess so that Roman traders could assure their safe travel between mainland Europe and the British Isles by leaving an offering en route. Today, individual dwellings can be easily distinguished with room divisions, floors, hearth, entrance and courtyards clearly visible in these very atmospheric ruins. Great Ganilly consists of two hills joined together by a low sandy neck. The northern of the two hills is the high point at thirty-four metres. It has a ruined Bronze Age entrance grave on the summit, the stones of which have been used to make a navigational marker. Both islands can be visited as part of a boat tour from St Mary’s; landing trips are available as part of organised tours and by private boat. There are landing restrictions on the wildlife-sensitive parts of Great Ganilly from April until September.

         Other Eastern Isles

         ACCESS BOAT TRIP; VARIED RESTRICTIONS

         The Eastern Isles, including Nornour and Great Ganilly, are a group of twelve uninhabited islands located to the south-east of St Martin’s that form a granite barrier to the east of the archipelago. Many of the islands are linked by sandbars or tombolos and the Eastern Isles has the largest assemblage of so-called tied islands outside of Shetland and Orkney. Most are covered by bramble and bracken with grass and pebbles or sand along their coastline. They have living histories that date back to the Bronze Age, Iron Age and Romans with field systems, cairns and entrance graves and a Roman shrine to explore. Wildlife is a big draw with grey seal pups in abundance and breeding colonies of gull, shag, cormorant, fulmar, razorbill and puffins. Great, Middle and Little Arthur are three rocky islands joined by two beaches forming a crescent around Arthur Porth with three entrance graves on the summit ridge connected by a prehistoric boulder wall. The high point of the group is at twenty-seven metres on Great Arthur. The Eastern Isles can be visited without landing as part of a boat tour from St Mary’s; landing trips are available as part of organised archaeology tours and some islands may be landed on by private boat. There are complete restrictions on landing on Menawethan, Innisvouls and Hanjague and restrictions to landing during breeding season (April to September) on sensitive parts of Little Ganinick, Great Arthur and Great Ganilly, otherwise the other islands of this group are open all year. Check with the Isles of Scilly Wildlife Trust for details.
www.ios-wildlifetrust.org.uk/making-space-for-nature
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