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Preface


I GOT A fresh notebook out of the drawer where I keep my fresh notebooks, wrote ‘Book Four’ on the spine, tacky-backed a nice island picture, cut from a magazine, to the front and set about writing Book Four: Rocks and Salty Water. The title was the first thing I wrote. I had seen the release of the Kirkwall City Pipe Band’s new album of the same name and thought, ‘That is perfect, I’ll ask if I can use it.’ Guilt soon got the better of me and I realised I couldn’t use the band’s title, with or without permission. I spent the next age jotting down titles such as: ‘Rocks and Sand’; ‘Salty Water and Seaweed’; ‘Sea and Sky’ and many more besides, but nothing rang the bell. I wanted something that described the essence of every island in a few words, so well done to Kirkwall City Pipe Band for that superb title. I settled, in the end, on the title you see on the front cover. I hope you like it. I do.


The writing of this book was to be organised. No more wandering here and there, jotting about this place, writing about that place from a 30-year-old memory, saying things like ‘yesterday’, ‘last year’, or ‘recently’ and then having to alter them all in the edit. Photographs will be taken as I go along rather than having to go back later. Islands will be visited in groups. Plans will be made in advance so that I know Donald or Hamish will be available with his boat, to take me to Rockay or Grassay (weather permitting) before I arrive at the harbour on Big Island.


‘Another book? About Scottish islands? Are you sure there are enough different islands, let alone stories, to fill another book?’ someone said. The next day I was speaking on the phone to Gordon, a boatman, now retired, who’d been a huge help to me for some of the trips described in one of my previous books. ‘It’s no good speaking to me,’ he said, ‘I’m 82, I have nothing to do with it now, it’s my son you need to speak to.’ ‘I know, Gordon, I’m just ringing for a chat,’ I said. ‘Oh, that’s OK then, I don’t get a chance to talk to many people about the old days now. Did I ever tell you the story of the exploding float?’ Gordon hadn’t told me the story, but he proceeded to relate it there and then. These are Gordon’s words:


We took a small school group to camp on Lunga sometime back in the ’80s, around the time you were having your school adventures. (Lunga is a small, uninhabited island in the Treshnish group just north-west of Iona. It is beautiful, unspoiled and a great place for viewing seabirds at breeding time.) They were having a campfire one evening when one of their number kicked an aluminium fishing float, about the size of a small football, on to the fire. The float exploded and split fairly cleanly into two halves. One half flew, open side forward, and struck a boy full in the face.


The party had no radio and it was in the time before mobile phones, but luckily a yacht was moored just offshore and they managed to communicate with it by waving and yelling, and the yacht skipper radioed the coastguard. The boy was quickly transferred by helicopter to hospital in Glasgow, where his wounds were attended to with fairly extensive surgery, involving skin grafts and the works. The boy made a full recovery but was left with an almost circular scar across his forehead, down one side of his face and across his chin. The other cheek had been unharmed.


So impressed had the boy been with the care he received that he vowed to become a doctor, and he did. Some while later he married another doctor and they lived happily. Thirty years later he took his wife on holiday to Iona and on a boat trip to Lunga, to see the location of the incident she had heard so much about. Wandering around where he thought the campfire had been, he found his half float, still lying in the long grass where it fell after doing the damage to his face. Being aluminium, it was none the worse for its 30 years lying out in the rain. ‘This is my float,’ he said, ‘look.’ With that, he held it to his face and the jagged edge of the float matched his scars exactly.


Once I heard the story, I knew there was no shortage of tales for a new book.


My last book, Orkney: A Special Place, had just been readied for the printer and I was sitting at the desk thinking about the next one when Covid struck. I had booked a week of island-hopping for June 2020 and by late March was already thinking I might not be able to go. Social distancing was introduced and people were discouraged from travelling to remote places, such as the Highlands and Islands, to escape the virus because our medical and social infrastructures would not cope. Everything that could shut did shut. Only food, medical and postal services were maintained.


I eventually got back on the road and crossed the sea to some new islands, and revisited a few old ones to find new stories. The Sea All Around: A Passion for Scottish Islands is the result – I do hope you enjoy it.


Richard Clubley, October 2024









Introduction


MY LIFELONG PASSION has been for islands. I count myself very lucky to have this absorbing interest. I can lose track of time when I am reading about islands – especially Scottish ones. I never tire of visiting, or talking about, or writing about them. Some people have stamp collecting, sport, knitting or music that gives them the same diversion. It’s not like going to the gym. I don’t have to discipline myself to do it, I just love it and get into it whenever there’s a spare moment. It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to say it completes my life.


I’m not the only one with islomania – lots of people have the same affliction, for which there is no known cure, thank goodness. I have a similar affinity for boats and I think the similarity is that they are both tiny worlds, bounded by water. They are finite. They have a beginning and end that you can see, walk round and describe. The trick is always to see what can be fitted inside the boundary – especially with boats.


Scottish islands excite me. I live in Orkney now, but, prior to 2017, my island times were visits. No matter how long I stayed I was an outsider, just visiting. Reading the local island newspapers or notice boards, I would be sad to see that I had missed something because it was last week, or would miss it next week. When staying in Orkney for a month at a time to write Orkney: A Special Place, it was never enough. The cottage I rented had daffodils in the garden and I spent the whole of one March visit willing the flowers to open before I left. Now I just relax and enjoy them when they come. (Daffodils in Orkney are a delight. They are everywhere and a thrill each spring. I will never take them for granted.) Every time I left an island I was heartbroken – no, I really was. Now when I leave it’s just for a visit south and I know I’ll be back.


I have no idea where this feeling comes from, all I can do is think back into the mists of youth and see what my first island experiences were. Born (in 1951) and raised in the East Yorkshire coastal town of Withernsea, the first thing to say is I have salt in my blood. Away from the sea, I miss it and returning to the sea, I breath more deeply again. Thirteen years living in London and 35 in Sheffield didn’t help. At extremes of low tide in Withernsea, we had Stoney Island. One could walk across the beach to an exposed patch of stones and poke about for tiny crabs. The key phrase is ‘patch of stones’. Stoney Island was so insignificant it never appeared above the surface, to be surrounded by water as a true island. It couldn’t even be called a tidal island: it was just a few stones on the beach. We loved it though. ‘Stoney’s uncovered’ would pass round the grapevine and a few lads would get their feet wet exploring. Maybe that was the first seed.


Family picnics were taken, in the season, at Spurn Head which curves out and guards the entrance to the Humber estuary. It was heavily fortified during World War II and the remains of the fortifications were another source of fascination and excitement. Offshore, in the mouth of the estuary, were two defensive forts – Haile Sand Fort and Bull Sand Fort – which had been constructed out of concrete to further defend the river, and the city of Hull, from enemy attack. Bear in mind I was born just six years after the end of World War II and my father’s generation had been defined by it. These things had been important to them and they wanted us to know about them too. My dad was a great teacher (he was a carpenter really but enjoyed pointing out and explaining things. He told me everything he knew). ‘Look, son, that’s Bull Fort, soldiers used to live on there to shoot at any ships trying to get into the river during the war.’ Whatever he told me, his interests rubbed off. I made important the things he made important. (He died in 1970 but I still do.) I have passed very close to Bull Fort on ferries and cruise ships out of Hull and I still get a frisson of excitement. I want to stand on it.


Throughout much of my childhood we holidayed in Scarborough, where the North Bay Swimming Pool had islands. I determined to land on one, so waded out wearing my rubber ring – I couldn’t swim. Deeper and deeper the water became as the ring pushed further and further into my armpits. I was one stride from the island and made a lunge for it, at which point the ring floated me off my feet. I sat on the island feeling pretty pleased with myself until, starting to feel cold, it was time to head back to shore. I did not have the courage to lower myself into water that was already too deep (remember the lunge and the floating), so I called to Mum who called the lifeguard who waded out and carried me to the side. The water barely came over his trunks. I haven’t spoken to a psychotherapist about any of my obsessions, but, if I had, one might have said, ‘You have a conflict between the desire to reach the islands and fear that you may drown. You are constantly playing one against the other – to lay the ghost of that day in Scarborough.’ Very probably.


In 1959 or thereabouts we had a family holiday to Arran. I studied the map in advance, finding bays and headlands I would explore. I traced the route of the steamer from Ardrossan to Brodick with my finger. On the boat we went below to watch the huge, shiny brass pistons going in and out of the engine cylinders. We arrived in the new world and were immediately cut off as the steamer pulled away. Life was different in Scottish islands in the 1950s: there were still a lot of corrugated tin roofs and we went to a cinema that had been set up in a tent. Today’s islanders have all the mod cons; youngsters buy jeans already in tatters, as in the big cities. They have just as many things called ‘i-something-or-other’.


In 1988 we visited Orkney for the first time and were dazzled by the colours. From certain vantages here one can see, when the sun shines, alternating bands of green grass, blue water, more green grass beyond, then blue sky and white cloud. In the really special places, there may be two bands of blue water, separated by a green promontory.


In Scotland’s Islands: A Special Kind of Freedom (2014) I wrote about 36 islands visited, from Ailsa Craig in the south west, round the north and down to the Firth of Forth and Bass Rock. There followed two books about Orkney, where Bev and I settled in 2017. For this current, and final, volume I am back on the road, and the sea, again whilst my joints and agility are still good enough to scramble in and out of a dinghy and up a gully.









PART ONE


Mull and Surrounding Islands
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Away from it all












CHAPTER ONE


Staffa


I FIRST LANDED on Mull a lifetime ago. I was about 25 years old. If you discount childhood and college years, your adult life starts around that age. What to do with one’s first bit of earned, disposable income. I had a bad back at the time and had planned a walking holiday in Northumberland, to explore Hadrian’s Wall. Walking was out of the question, so I carried on driving and arrived in Oban.


A friend later described Oban as ‘a one-horse town’, but I fell in love with it and have holidayed there many times since. Oban is a harbour town. There are fishing boats, trips-to-watch-the-seals boats, visiting yachts and ferries to the islands. The marketing people call it: ‘Gateway to the Isles’.


Using a bit more holiday money, I booked a day excursion with Bowman’s Coaches to Staffa. The outing included return tickets for the Caledonian MacBrayne’s steamer crossing on board MV Caledonia to Craignure, Isle of Mull; a ride across Mull to Ulva Ferry on a Bowman’s classic 1950s coach; and a zip across the sea in a RIB (rigid inflatable boat) to Staffa.


‘You’ll have 90 minutes ashore on Staffa,’ we were told on disembarkation at the Clamshell Cave landing rock. ‘Fingal’s cave is to your left and you can visit the top of the island up those steps,’ the skipper said. I visited Fingal’s Cave by walking along the tops of hexagonal basalt pillars that form an easy walk, like the Giant’s Causeway in Northern Ireland. (Pillars with three, four, five, seven and eight sides are also available on Staffa, but six is the most common.) The two sites are similar, because they belong to the same geological phenomenon, namely volcanic activity. Staffa is what’s left of a volcano that erupted around 56 million years ago. The basalt lava was cooled by the sea water and solidified into the hexagonal columns we see today. Some columns continue up the side of the island, forming dramatic, vertical cliffs. One such cliff is hollowed out to form the famous cave. Atop the columns is a formless cap of volcanic tuff supporting 80 acres of good grazing. The island of Staffa is 80 acres, 10km west of Mull and 9km north of Iona. There’s an equally beautiful collection of tiny islands surrounding it: Dutchman’s Cap, Lunga and others.


Leaving the tourists in the cave, I climbed up to the top of Staffa. (I have never considered myself to be a tourist when in the islands since that date. Something happened to me on Staffa that meant I could never again be included in their ranks. I am separate from them, observing them as part of the fauna of whichever island I happen to be visiting at the time.)


I strolled about on the top, poked around in the meagre ruins of the shepherd’s hut and sheep fank; wandered down to the beach at Port an Fhasgaidh in the west; and then back up to the east cliff to make my way back to the boat for the return to Mull. The trouble was, I had entered a dream-like state. I had never seen anything to compare with what I was seeing. Staffa was the most wonderful place I had ever been.


I saw the boatman waving, with some urgency, for me to speed up but I had only had 75 minutes of the promised 90 at this point. I was not going to miss a possible second. I did make it to the boat within the allotted hour and a half, but I was not flavour of the month. Something was muttered about tides, ferry schedules and coach departure. I heard all this as if through a fog, or a daze, or a dazy fog.


The RIB bounced its way back to Ulva Ferry and I was still in the trance (I’m not kidding, that was the effect Staffa had on me) when I walked up the slipway from the boat. I looked up to see the classic Bowman’s coach was just leaving. The group leader had, clearly, had enough of me and they left to catch the ferry back to Oban.


By chance, a lady in The Most Battered Land Rover in the World arrived (no, really, it had a window sticker proclaiming ‘The Most Battered Land Rover in the World’). I think it may have been a classic, like the coach I had just missed, either that or it was simply old and battered.


‘I’ve missed the coach back to Craignure,’ I said, my mind returning to some kind of normal function. ‘Never mind, hop in,’ she said, ‘if you don’t mind sitting on the floor with my dogs.’ I wondered why she would expect me to sit on the floor but soon discovered it was because there were no seats, apart from the driver’s. There was scattered straw and three (at least three) Collie dogs plus assorted agricultural paraphernalia. My rescuer drove me back to Craignure, where we arrived in time for the ferry. It’s only just occurred to me now, whilst writing this, 50 years later, but the people from the coach probably whispered, one to another: ‘There’s that chap who almost made us miss the tide, and the ferry, I wonder how he got here?’ ‘Yeah, it would’ve served him right had he missed it.’ It would indeed.


It is 50 years ago, but I remember it as though it were yesterday, especially the feeling in the Land Rover. I don’t think I had ever been so happy in my life up to that point (except, possibly, when Liz Blackburn had said she would go out with me when I was 20). There have been relatively few such occasions since. I had discovered Scottish islands and the course of my life changed. I was still just starting out as a schoolteacher, that didn’t change, but the stuff of my dreams would never be the same again. The thing I would spend a big proportion of disposable income on became travelling to Scottish islands, not golf equipment, model railways, rare stamps or hang gliding. I’m 73 as I write this and I’m still at it. This book will be my last, but I still love a blank sheet of paper and the first sentence of a new island story – so I’ll keep supplying the magazines for as long as they’ll keep taking my stuff.


Had it been golf, ballroom dancing or Spanish beaches (everyone wondered why I went to Scotland two or three times a year. ‘You could fly to Spain for what you’re spending,’ they said), I may have met different people and had a different family. I may even have won trophies for the quickstep and been on Strictly. I wouldn’t change a thing.


At the start of my teaching career a colleague had introduced me to youth hostelling. We took groups of children out of London for the weekend to sample the countryside. Our favourite was a hostel called Tanner’s Hatch, near Dorking in Surrey: deep in the woods, with no electricity but with the most brilliant warden who understood inner-city kids very well. It’s true that, back in the ’70s, cleanliness was not brilliant but the experience the children had was incomparable. Most had never been out of the city: ‘Look, sir, a bus stop, right out here,’ ‘Look, sheep,’ ‘Look, cows.’ The arrangement was that you took kids from your form group – as many as could scrape together the necessary, very small, payment or whose parents could be persuaded to give permission. A typical group might be 15 or so. I always needed a female teacher to go with me to chaperone the girls and vice-versa. We teachers helped each other out in that way. It was a popular thing in the school and, during one memorable month, I went to Tanner’s Hatch three times! (I make it a rule never to use exclamation marks in my writing, believing that if a statement is shocking enough it will speak for itself – but I felt one was justified here.) I cannot believe, at this remove, just how much energy we had in those days.


I put two and two together and realised the ultimate field trip would be a party of Inner-London school children on Staffa. I approached the head teacher with my plan and she said, ‘put something in writing.’ I typed out two paragraphs and handed it in. One paragraph included the sentence: ‘There are no elements of civilisation, whatsoever, on Staffa; in the event of a medical emergency an evacuation by helicopter would be required, but I’ll be doing a first aid course.’ Health and safety hadn’t been thought of in the 1970s, so the plan was approved without any further explanation or questioning. I was in the early years of teaching and had never done anything like this before (apart from Tanner’s Hatch). By the way, I did the first aid course and also a one-week, residential mountain leadership course in Wales which stood me in good stead.


Three other teachers came with us and we borrowed a radio from HM Coastguard. We took 19 children, ranging in age from 13 to 17. One or two were veterans of the youth hostel trips: ‘What is Fingal’s Cave actually for, sir?’ and ‘You’d think they would have it floodlit, sir.’ Keith*, who had more than his fair share of problems in his home life, was always the first to put his name down for any trip that was going. He had no suitable footwear, so I gave him an old pair of boots. He didn’t say much during the week but, on the train home to Euston, he told us he had been the first in the group to set foot on Staffa. I often wondered whether he had planned that and manoeuvred himself to a position in the boat to achieve it. Vernon* had ended up in our school after his mother fled an abusive man in Leeds. On the train north we caught him taking more than his fair share of snacks from the provisions we had (they were boxed up, with boxes labelled for opening on each day). He was hoarding them up his jumper. I explained there was enough to go round and he had no need to do that. We had no further problem with Vernon. On the train south he declared: ‘It’s been a brilliant week, sir, I haven’t been hungry once.’


Scotland’s islands have this special something that gets under anyone’s skin. With disadvantaged children, one often had to work harder to find a way in but, once away in the wilds somewhere, they could find great healing and inspiration and life-changing experiences. Freedom from tyranny, clean air, open space and, simply, enough food for the week.


I took several trips to Staffa, and to the neighbouring Lunga. A few years after Keith and Vernon, I took an advanced-level biology group to study the marine environment. We camped for several days. In advance of the trip I set some preparatory homework, to colour in outlines I had provided of all the birds we hoped to encounter. (I hope school teachers will recognise the pleasure those 16/17-year-olds had doing a colouring homework. I still believe it was the most effective homework I set during my 30-year career.) A few minutes after arrival on Staffa, Jane* came up to say, ‘I’ve just seen a black guillemot, sir.’


But, I’m getting ahead of myself. On the boat ride over to Staffa, three army-types were sitting quietly in the stern of the boat and I got chatting to them. ‘We’re coming back tomorrow, in a helicopter,’ the captain said. ‘We’re doing some reconnaissance for a work party of engineers who are going to fix a new handrail in Fingal’s Cave as an exercise, I hope we don’t disturb your bird-watching.’ ‘No problem,’ I said, ‘actually, I’ve been told the spring is a little dry at the moment, you couldn’t bring us some fresh water, could you? I’ll tell the kids I radioed the army for water.’ ‘No problem,’ she replied.


The following morning, one of the students, as if he had been given a line in a drama to say, said: ‘The spring’s a bit dry, sir.’ ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, with all the nonchalance I could manage, ‘I’ve radioed the army to bring us some, they’ll be here in a helicopter soon.’ ‘Yeah, right.’


Breakfast over, we got down to work. There were 20 students and I had split them into groups of five to rotate around various activities. One group was set to watch shags’ nesting behaviour in the mouth of a cave. ‘Shagging in the cave’ was how they loved to refer to it.


All was still on the island. With little breeze, a calm sea and no traffic noise it was very quiet. After a few moments I heard what just could be a sound a bit like a helicopter approaching. I kept my head down. After a while the sound became pretty clear. I sensed a few of the lads straightening up and looking around. The lad I had mentioned the helicopter to said: ‘I don’t believe you, Clubley.’ The rotor’s sound was now unmistakeable, deafening even, but we couldn’t see the aircraft. Then, in a scene reminiscent of that bit in the film Capricorn One* where the helicopter appears to a fugitive by sweeping up from below a cliff, our helicopter appeared, only 100 yards away.


I have never seen cool sixth-formers (or anyone for that matter) so excited. One student actually said: ‘Wow, I’ve always dreamed of a helicopter landing in my garden.’ The best bit was yet to come. The helicopter landed near our camp; the captain got out wearing her super-cool helmet and tinted visor carrying a five-gallon drum and said: ‘Are you the guys who called for the water?’


* Not their real names.


** 1977, directed by Peter Hyams and starring Elliott Gould, James Brolin and O.J. Simpson.









CHAPTER TWO


Iona


DURING THAT FIRST trip to Oban, I crossed to Mull once again, turning left at Craignure for the drive to Fionnphort (pronounced ‘Finna-fort’) at the south-western tip of the island.


Mull is a big island, 60 miles from Tobermory in the north to Fionnphort in the south west. The drive is made even longer, in time, by the twisty, single-track road. It is a magnificent drive nevertheless. One simply has to have patience to enjoy it, and time. On one occasion I got stuck behind a road mending crew. Two men, one flat-bed truck heaped with tarmac and one shovel. The truck crawled slowly forward while the shovel operator filled potholes and tamped them down with his foot. The trick is to enjoy even that, smile and look around. They eventually pulled into a passing place for me.


Fionnphort is a mini resort. It’s a bit like Land’s End, or John O’Groats. It exists, not for itself, but as a jumping-off point for Iona, one mile away across the Sound of Iona. There are B&BS, cafes, a post office, a souvenir shop, toilet, car parks and a ticket office for the CalMac ferry that plies back and forth, non-stop, during the season.


The ferry will carry a few cars, but only those of residents or holders of a permit, which must be applied for. The roads on Iona are narrow and total no more than two or three miles. If you are fit enough, you wouldn’t want a car on Iona anyway. It’s a peaceful place. The thing that draws thousands of visitors every year from all over the world is the Abbey, dedicated to St Columba, which you see from Fionnphort before you even set foot on the ferry.


Columba (521–97) came from Ireland, with 12 followers, and landed on Iona in 563. He brought Christianity to Britain, establishing the first Christian church on Iona. He preached and taught and travelled through other parts of Scotland, spreading The Word as he went. Several forests have been consumed in writing about Columba – later St Columba – so I will refer you there for more history and teaching.


By the way, you do not have to be Christian, or even religious, to appreciate the spirituality of Iona. Samuel Johnson visited in 1773 and declared, ‘That man is little to be envied whose patriotism would not gain force upon the plain of Marathon, or whose piety would not grow warmer among the ruins of Iona.’


I have been to Iona almost as many times as to Oban. It has become a sort of pilgrimage for me, as it is for many people. They come for religious reasons, to worship in the abbey, or simply to spend time, quietly, with their own thoughts. I fall into the latter category. Lacking any sort of religious belief (although brought up in the Methodist Church to the age of 16), I still find comfort and meaning and guidance in the gospels. Without a doubt, Iona is a special place to be, and time spent there encourages me to reflect on life’s higher meaning and purpose.


The walk up from the ferry slip, through the few shops forming the heart of the community, past the ruins of the nunnery and the primary school takes one to a bend in the road where stands MacLean’s Cross – a 3m high Celtic cross carved from a single stone slab at the end of the 14th century. At the next bend, a few yards further on, is a wooden bench beside the road. The stone wall bends round the back of it, creating a neat little alcove. The carved message on the back of the bench reads ‘Rest and Remember’, which I always do. From the bench one can see MacLean’s Cross and its reminder of the importance of this place to people for hundreds of years. Beyond the cross is the turquoise water in the Sound of Iona.


Whatever it is one is required to remember is not made clear. That is left to the individual. For me, it is as much an opportunity to stop, put life on hold for a few moments and ponder what is important. I can do that anywhere, I know, but Iona seems to demand it.


Even in Iona, tranquillity can be a precious and sometimes limited commodity. On one visit, the endless war on Scottish grass was being waged in the burial ground at the abbey. With a zeal that would have made Sir William Wallace or Prince Charles Edward Stuart proud, the groundsman was attacking the invading plant. The super deluxe strimmer (the loudest in the range) was chopping the legions around each stone. I had been hoping to spend a few quiet minutes reading the headstones in this burial place of kings, so I suggested to the man it might be lunchtime. To his credit he called a truce and went off for a sandwich. An army marches on its stomach after all.


Then a guide arrived with a party of tourists from a cruise ship moored in the sound. She had a walkie-talkie to communicate with a colleague farther back. ‘I’m at John Smith’s grave,’ she yelled, ‘I’ll finish here and go into the abbey so you can come up in five minutes.’ ‘Roger, wilco, ten-four, over and out.’


Iona is fabulous and, as with all our Scottish treasures, it is right that people in their thousands will want to see it. A tip for all would-be pilgrims, however, is to stay on Iona for at least one night if you can. There are delightful B&BS, a couple of hotels and self-catering cottages to be had. That way you can have the island to yourself in the early morning or evening. You can truly rest and remember.


My most recent visit was in 2023. I walked up to the bench and, at first sight, thought it must have been replaced. I couldn’t read the inscription. On close inspection it was still there but so worn as to be almost indecipherable. I guess it had been rubbed by so many pilgrims’ anoraks it had almost been rubbed away. I sat to remember anyway. I spent that period of reflection thinking about the bench and the 50 years I had been visiting. Then I remembered the boat I had seen at the ferry slip a few minutes earlier: the Iolaire. Iolaire takes visitors to Staffa in the season. I’d had her pointed out on my first visit by the skipper of her competitor boat – Laird of Staffa – on which I was booked for my first trip to Fingal’s Cave. ‘She’s a fine boat, yon Iolaire. The skipper bought her with the insurance money from his last boat.’ The jibe was accepted on board Iolaire with the same good humour in which it had been intended. These men had been friends since schooldays and it probably wasn’t the first time it had been said for the benefit of the tourists. It’s been a useful gag I’ve kept in my locker ever since, for whenever I’ve needed to tease a skipper.


The name on Iolaire’s bow was faded. The current skipper had taken over from the one I had first met, who had retired. I always look for Iolaire when I’m in Iona, but this time I’d had to get closer to read the name, to confirm her identity.


I had a lot to think about on the bench: the faded name and worn inscription. What did they mean? It was pretty obvious. I’d been coming here for a lifetime and time was taking its toll. I remembered my first visit; the school children I had brought here; the girlfriend (now my wife of almost 40 years); the man with the strimmer and the girl with the radio. It has been a lifetime, I thought. How lucky I have been.









CHAPTER THREE


Lordship of the Isles


I’M READING Watling Street by John Higgs. It’s a travel book about his walk across England and Wales from Dover to Anglesey. The organising strategy for the walk is to follow, as closely as possible, the line of the ancient route which forms the title of his book. His 15-year-old daughter, a history buff, joins him for at least part of the journey. ‘Do you ever worry that there’s too much history?’ Higgs asks her at the start of the book. ‘A place is better with history,’ she says. ‘I don’t mean it’s better than other places that don’t have history. I mean it’s more interesting than it would be if it didn’t have any history.’ I was impressed by the young woman’s care to exclude any nationalism from her reply.


It’s only September but, after putting the book down for a break, I immediately started writing my letter to Santa. ‘Dear Santa,’ I began, ‘For Christmas this year I would be very grateful if you could bring me a time machine. Something like the Tardis would be fine, but please could the controls be reliable so I can dial up any given date. I seem to recall Dr Who often has difficulty with this aspect of his travels. Failing a time machine, a history book and, perhaps, a piece of Highland Stoneware pottery for my collection. Yours etc…’


I’ve been wishing I had a time machine for ages. Can you imagine the thrill (let alone the number of best-selling books I could write) if I could visit Skara Brae in Orkney on any day 5,000 years ago; or Finlaggan, the ancient seat of the Lords of the Isles in Islay, during a meeting in (say) 1450. If there was nothing on when I arrived, I could check the minutes of the last meeting in the library to see when the next one was to be held.


The best I can do is read about these places and events and visit them. In August of 2022 I visited Islay during a week of the most glorious weather. Bob Henry, of Jura Boat Tours on the neighbouring island of Jura, took me out from Craighouse on his smart boat to bag a few of the tiny islands just offshore. I’d packed sweaters, waterproofs and a woolly hat for the trip, but the whole day was enjoyed in T-shirt and shorts – even out on the water at a good speed.


The priority was to land on the long-uninhabited Am Fraoch Eilean, off the very southern tip of Jura. Am Fraoch Eilean is a rocky fortress of an island no more than 500m across in any direction. There was no pier or sandy beach to land on easily, so a small rubber dinghy was required, involving a scramble up wet, slippery weed with few, if any, footholds. Some bruising, scratching and wet feet were suffered, but the dry ground was gained with nothing more serious. There were no sheep kept on Am Fraoch Eilean – it is a truly wild place. Someone had visited recently, as I was able to follow a faint path through the long grass where it had been slightly flattened by maybe a couple of pairs of feet. It was a big help because an island without sheep, to lay out some desire lines, can be a very hard slog through dense grass, bracken, heather and the like. Apart from anything else. You have to add on a bit of time to your boat rendezvous to allow for making slow progress.


The purpose of the visit was to explore Claig Castle, probably built in the late 15th century as a stronghold for the MacDonald Lords of the Isles. Possibly John II, the fourth and final holder of the title ‘Lord of the Isles’, had been involved, at least in the repair and maintenance of the castle. I’d seen the ruin of the castle on the skyline from the boat. Standing below the almost vertical cliffs, I had lost sight of it. There appeared to be no possible access without full rock-climbing gear and all I had was a flask of tea. Walking round, I found a gully leading between the fortress rock and the rest of the island. It looked promising. The wall of the gully rose sheer, but at least I could see the castle. The well-built stone castle wall rose directly from the very edge of the cliff and had survived these past 500 years to a height of 20 courses or more. From the gully I eventually found a possible route up and began the scramble through which I gained the summit.


The conditions were perfect, all day, for this kind of madness. There had certainly been no recent foot traffic on the summit and it did cross my mind to be careful. Any slip at this point would have involved the RNLI from Port Askaig, a coastguard helicopter and possibly a rope-access team if I accidentally discovered a medieval well by falling down it. At least the guys on the boat knew roughly where I was and expected me back on the shore in about an hour.


I photographed what remained of the building – described by archaeologists as a West Highland-type hall house with two floors (although only one remained at the time of my visit). The house had been a dwelling or administrative centre – not a fortress. It hadn’t needed to be one, the rock was the fortress. It would have been almost impossible to invade with the weaponry of the time. A few well-aimed rocks from above would have skittled any would-be attackers. I began to wonder how the owners had come and gone. The route I had chosen appeared to be the best after I had walked all the way round the cliffs. I supposed that, with the vegetation cleared and perhaps a knotted rope suspended from above, it would have been possible – but certainly not easy when coming home with heavy bags of shopping.


I turned to Canmore – an online resource providing a national record of Scotland’s historic environment, operated by – you’ve guessed it – Historic Environment Scotland. I found some super aerial photos of Am Fraoch Eilean. They showed the island split by the gully into two fortress rocks – the smaller one with my castle atop, and a larger one. Careful examination of the photos showed an access slope to the top of the larger ‘fortress’. It looked a much wider, gentler slope – one that cattle, sheep, goats and perhaps even small carts might have been driven up in times past, with the vegetation cleared. From the summit it would have been a short, easy walk to the lip of the gully and access to the building via a drawbridge or rope bridge, maybe. Security would have been maintained as either could be raised or released from the castle side of the gully in the event of attack. Canmore lends a bit of weight to this idea with the suggestion of a drawbridge having existed. I felt a bit like a modern military commander poring over satellite images of enemy positions.


The history of Scotland, like pretty much that of any ancient realm, is complex. It is littered with births, marriages, intended marriages, deaths, murders, treaties and battles – especially battles. I find, over and over again, when I pull down a book to remind myself of an event, that it overlaps another event that was totally separate in my memory. I’d read about them at different times, you see, and thought about them in different contexts. (It had come as a big shock to discover, for example, my mother was a girl when Wyatt Earp was still slinging his gun. I’d watched cowboy films as a young boy, of course, but never saw my mum as a contemporary. By the way, Sir Stanley Matthews was still playing league football when Kevin Keegan burst onto the scene – I wonder if they ever met in the cup?)


The only way I can deal with history is in bite-size chunks, and not too deeply. I beg your patience with me, dear reader, and don’t be too hasty to say, ‘Ah, but there had been a lot of poor harvests around that time,’ or, ‘But the situation in France made it difficult.’ I am thrilled by the notion of The Lordship of the Isles and, although it had its roots deep in history, there were only four men that ever held that actual title, so pretty easy for me to deal with. They were:


John I of Islay (Chief of the Clan MacDonald). John signed himself Dominus Insularum (Lord of the Isles) in a letter to Edward III of England in 1336, and the king probably accepted John as an independent prince. A step forward from Edward I and Edward II who had battled Robert the Bruce and William Wallace for domination of Scotland a few years earlier. John died in 1387.


Donald of Islay – son of John. Inaugurated in a ceremony at Kildonan in Eigg (where I once stayed a few nights in a lovely B&B without ever realising the significance of the spot), d 1422.


Alexander – son of Donald, d 8 May (my birthday) 1449.


John II – son of Alexander, lived 1434–1503. Took power age 15. Forfeit initially in 1475 and finally in 1493. Hounded out of power by King James IV, who was determined never to be threatened by the isles as an independent seat of power.


The Lordship of the Isles was like a mini-kingdom. Sovereignty over the territory of the isles to the west of Scotland, and parts of the adjacent mainland, had been contested by the Scottish kings and Norwegian kings for generations. When Somerled came on the scene in the first part of the 12th century, he skilfully and powerfully brought the region under his own control as a mini-kingdom. Somewhere in the region of 150,000 people lived there at the time. Somerled was a ‘third force’ in the power struggle. His principal power derived from his use of the Highland galley or birlinn, a development of the Viking longship more suited to the local waters. With a network of castles in fortress locations and good anchorages, Somerled’s naval power was supreme.


Somerled is generally thought of as the first Lord of the Isles (here I go, complicating the issue after I said I wouldn’t and that there were only four Lords of the Isles). Somerled certainly put the portfolio together, but the actual title would not be used until four generations later when John I of Islay signed himself as Dominus Insularum.


Somerled, and later John I, were powerful and effective rulers. Subsequent Lords of the Isles became rather too complacent. The seat of power was removed from Finlaggan on Islay – although this remained as the nominal centre – to Inverness and Dingwall in the east. I think the politicians got a taste for the richer and more comfortable life there. We would say they took their eyes of the ball and the Lordship became weaker. James IV saw his opportunity to rid himself of a thorn in his side once and for all, and John II was stripped of the title. He lived out his days with a comfortable pension. The emasculation of the Lordship created a power vacuum in the isles that was to some extent replaced by the clan system.




[image: image]


Finlaggan, Islay





James IV took the title which, he decreed, should be passed through the British monarchy via the eldest son and heir of successive sovereigns. When I started writing this chapter, during the morning of 8 September 2022, the then Prince Charles was Lord of the Isles but, that very afternoon, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II passed away and Prince Charles became His Majesty King Charles III. The new King’s son, Prince William, became Prince of Wales, Duke of Rothsay and Lord of the Isles (honest, the title really did shift whilst I was writing this section). The heir apparent to the title is HRH Prince George (William’s eldest son). It is not yet clear (to me at any rate) whether it will continue down the male line or, should George’s firstborn be a girl, could we have a female Lord of the Isles in due course?


The Lord of the Isles is an evocative, romantic title. It harks back to a period on the far side of recorded history where established historical fact only just begins to emerge from legends and sagas.


Being a romantic sort of chap myself, I am drawn to such stories. You may already have gathered that the very best sort of islands to explore, for me, are those on the edge of history – where the past can be glimpsed but, for the most part, only wondered about. Even islands abandoned in the 20th century, leaving houses still almost habitable, keep their secrets. Many of the islands of the Lordship have nothing more than a few piles of stones, maybe a wall or two, to tell of their once strategic importance.


Bev had come with me on that glorious August day in 2022 when I set off from Jura in Bob Henry’s Jura Sea Tours RIB.


Am Fraoch Eilean had no landing stage and no sandy beach we could find. The tide was low and all we could see was a ledge of weed-covered rocks about 4ft above the water. We had left the RIB in a dinghy borrowed from Bob and now puzzled over how to get ashore. I rowed backwards and held (or so I had thought) the stern of the dinghy against the rock for Bev to leap up. Alas she missed the jump and ended spread-eagled on the rock, feet in the water and unable to push or pull herself up, having neither foot nor hand holds. ‘I’m never ******* coming with you on one of these trips again,’ she assured me.


There was nothing for it but for me to step out of the dinghy, into the sea up to my waist, and make a step with my hands from which she reached the safety of the shore. This all happened behind Bev of course and, when recounting the tale in the bar later, she said, ‘at least he stayed dry in the boat.’
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