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RICHARD CLUBLEY lives in Sheffield which is not a good place to stay if you love Scottish islands. Even so, he makes the journey north several times a year and it is always a thrill. He has visited 65 of the islands and never tires of them. They are all different, beautiful and endlessly fascinating.


He has led school parties to Staffa; camped on Mingulay and argued with the Laird on Eigg. He has seen rare birds on Fair Isle, otters on Mull and kayaked to Pladda.


Richard has visited Britain’s smallest secondary school on Out Skerries, found archaeological treasure in Orkney and discussed wind turbines in Shetland. He almost perished on Ailsa Craig and was blown off his feet on Tiree. He met a Bronze Age queen on Bute and enjoyed Lady Monica’s bed in Rum (a story not included here). He hasn’t made it to Shiant – yet – but saw pink dolphins off St Kilda.


LIZ THOMSON trained as a teacher before taking up her brush and pencils and graduated from Sheffield School of Art in 1979. Her work is regularly exhibited both locally – in Sheffield, where she still lives – and nationally. Liz won a major prize for landscape in the 2001 Laing competition and was a regional finalist in the 2005 competition for Channel 5. Her work hangs in private collections in the usa, Holland, Austria and France, as well as here in the UK.
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Dedicated to Nigel Laybourne: schoolteacher, valued colleague and sea kayaker. Nigel understands, absolutely, the special nature of the freedom to be had exploring the Scottish islands. You can read about one of his adventures in chapter five.
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Map 1 – Scotland with all her islands in the right places.
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Map 2 – Ailsa Craig to the Outer Hebrides.
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Map 3 – Lewis and the Atlantic outliers.
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Map 4 – Orkney and Shetland.
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Map 5 – The Firth of Forth.
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Foreword by Mairi Hedderwick


LAWRENCE DURRELL IN Reflections on a Marine Venus defined the word ‘islomania’ as a ‘rare affliction of the spirit’ and ‘islomanes’ as sufferers from this powerful addiction to islands. Scotland’s Islands is for all such sufferers; myself being one of the afflicted, long since thralled to the draw of islands.


Richard Clubley has created a random plaid of the Scottish islands. He uses different colours and textures for each island experience. Difference being the essence of an island; that ‘sea in-between’ defining its individuality. There is honest factual appraisal for some islands woven into emotional and personal responses for others. And everywhere the birds. And islanders, a rare species in their own right.


There is a quirkiness to the author’s interweaving reminiscences, some with other islomanes, juxtaposed with analytical studies of current island statistics. It is also a style that gives one island in-depth analysis and a personal and impressionistic brush stroke for another. These are the revealing vagaries of all personal journeys.


This book is full of valuable references for now and for the future. The islands are changing rapidly. Some romantics rue this but our islands are not just made up of sand, sea, wildlife and machair. They are also made up of communities carving out livelihoods with limited resources and supply chains – that ‘sea in-between’. Given the nature of their diverse island conditions some islands are better placed, geographically and socially, for the necessary development to retain and enlarge their populations. There are some islands that still keep with the past but a compromise can be made and change accepted; that special kind of freedom need not be lost.


Liz Thomson’s striking black and white illustrations are strong and direct with an engraving quality to her images which partner the text without sentimentality. So often the art of the illustrator is sacrificed to the colour photograph.


All in all, a book for islomanes to savour in sips. Nightcaps are suggested; that way the addiction can be controlled.




Introduction


MY DICTIONARY DOESN’T LIST ‘Islomania’ although I think it should. The passion many of us have for islands is well known and docum­ented, so I think there should be a word for it. I don’t know when or where or how I caught the island bug but I have it and there is no known cure. All one can do is scratch the itch now and then but that only seems to make it worse. I have been wondering if the condition is innate or nurtured in us.


I was born and raised in Withernsea on the east coast of Yorkshire and I remember my father pointing out Bull Fort, a WWII installation in the mouth of the Humber, when I was about six. It was my first island. I wanted to go and explore it but never did. Forty years later I passed very close to Bull Fort on a ferry out of Hull. It is nothing more than a rust-stained block of concrete but the desire to land and walk around it was as strong as ever.


On summer days in Withernsea we children longed for the tide to go out far enough for Stony Island to be exposed so we could walk out and look for crabs. Stony Island isn’t an island at all, it’s a featureless heap of pebbles that appears on the beach at low water, spring tides. To us lads it was Atlantis and I still love to see it when I visit.


My first Scottish island was Arran, first visited when I was about eight years old, and I have been in thrall to islands ever since – mystery, inaccessibility, adventure, travel and exploration. In my adult island-hopping I have realised that, no matter how remote, small or inaccessible an island is, there will always be a smaller one, just offshore, and when I get there other people will have been before me.


Islands often have dramatic beaches (Harris), wildlife (St Kilda), caves (Staffa), archaeology (Orkney) or churches (Iona), so it is not difficult to understand the appeal of them, simply as interesting places. Many island places would be interesting even if they weren’t islands. Several times, however, I have visited a place simply because it is an island. Once or twice I have thought ‘This would not be interesting if it was just another bit of mainland – but it isn’t and that makes all the difference’.


So, what is the appeal of islands? They are framed and delineated by the sea. They start and finish in a most definite way, in a way that a mainland city, county or parish does not. Because of this they are knowable and quantifiable. They are finite. Islands can be looked at on the map without the distractions of blurred edges. If they are small enough they can be visited and walked round in a day. You can be marooned on a cosy island with a hotel, if you wish – even if it is only until the first ferry arrives the next day. Or you can choose even longer and total isolation. You can be alone, with a tent, for a week and experience true solitude – like Robinson Crusoe. You can learn a lot about yourself that way.


When is an island not an island? When is an island too small to be so called? Tradition has it that if it will support a couple of sheep it’s an island, smaller than that and it’s just a rock. In his fabulous book, The Scottish Islands, Hamish Haswell-Smith uses 40 hectares (about 100 acres) as his cut-off point for inclusion, but this excludes the wondrous Staffa (33 hectares) and the mighty Bass Rock (8 hectares), so he had to put those in appendices. The book catalogues a further 165 islands. There are all manner of definitions – the Vikings required that you be able to sail between an island and the mainland with your rudder in place – but I prefer to think that if it feels like an island then it is one.


The presence or absence of human habitation imbues an island with a very distinct aura. The most atmospheric and poignant of all places are the abandoned villages found in many Scottish islands. The most famous of these is on St Kilda – evacuated at the request of the 36 remaining inhabitants in 1930 – but there are many others. Some of the houses on St Kilda have been restored for use by shepherds, naturalists, archaeologists and others. Elsewhere there are simple piles of rounded stones covered by wind-blown sand and overgrown with nettles – a sure sign of a one-time human presence. Very few islands have never been inhabited. The tiny Staffa, North Rona, the Shiant and Monarch Islands have all had small populations in previous centuries. It is said of the shepherd and his family on Staffa that they finally decided to leave, about 200 years ago, when the rattling of the pan on the fireplace, caused by waves pounding in the caves, became intolerable.


There are around 60 inhabited islands in Scotland, from the biggest island – Lewis – with a population of around 22,000 to tiny Colonsay with about 128 people, Fair Isle with 67, Foula with 30 and Papa Stour with 20. Professor Robin Dunbar at Oxford University has said that around 150 is the ideal number for a human community. There would be enough to perform all the social, commercial and practical functions. One hundred and fifty people can, more or less, be managed by peer pressure, more than that and you need a police force. Everyone knows everyone else.


The small island communities cling on, and even thrive, depending on the quality of the communications with the mainland. In days gone by that meant the islanders’ own boats but now we have scheduled (and subsidised) ro-ro ferries, air services, telephones and the internet. On Colonsay, Kevin Byrne owns and operates the House of Lochar – book publisher – almost entirely by electronic communication. He can publish, print and sell books without them ever physically going to Colonsay, although he does have a book­shop there as well.


The ultimate communication an island can have is a bridge or causeway. Purists argue that an island can’t be an island if it has a permanent, rigid link to the mainland. This objection would disqualify Skye for example, the iconic Scottish island in the view of many. Over the years I have been visiting the islands a number have acquired bridges (Skye and Scalpay) or causeways (Berneray and Vatersay) but life as we know it hasn’t ended there.


The folk on Vatersay say they never locked their doors before the causeway arrived, but now they do. Even so, crime is still largely unknown on the islands. There is a bus shelter on Shetland, decorated and furnished by the locals, without any fear of vandalism. One acquaintance told me years ago:


We have no police here but there are a few big lads we can call on if there are any problems – in such cases someone usually ends up being thrown off the pier.


When some drunks from a visiting fishing boat caused problems, late at night, for an island hotel in 2010 they were frightened off by the manager phoning a volunteer fire fighter who drove by with the blue light flashing. Ultimately, however, the long arm of the law will reach out by helicopter or fast boat if necessary, as it did to arrest those fishermen – at 4am.


Sir Winston Churchill had causeways built to connect the southern Orkney islands of South Ronaldsay, Burray, Glims Holm and Lambs Holm to the Orkney Mainland during the Second World War. He did this to create a barrier to protect the Royal Navy, at anchor in Scapa Flow, from German submarines. It worked and the legacy of that building work is that the southern island chain is a thriving part of a vibrant Orcadian community. You can take a short sea passage from John O’ Groats to South Ronaldsay and then travel by road, all the way to the Orkney capital of Kirkwall, without getting your feet wet.


For a good part of human history (people have been living on the islands since the end of the last ice age some 10,000 years ago) the sea has been a highway, not a barrier. Even today there are places more easily reached by boat than by road. People lived and worked with the sea, depending on it in a much more intimate way than most of us do today. It should come as no surprise that most ancient settlements, burials and standing stones are close to the water’s edge.


In an idle moment I looked at how many sea crossings you would normally need to reach any given island from the Scottish mainland. I came up with one crossing for the likes of Mull, Arran and Barra; two for Iona and Jura; three for Staffa and Noss and yet four for Muckle Flugga, Balta and Uyea (all off Unst in northern Shetland). It seems that two crossings is the maximum number people are prepared to tolerate to get home. Most of the three- and four-crossing isles are now uninhabited. Shetland’s Fetlar, at three crossings, clings on but can hardly be said to be thriving.


We should guard against referring to islands as remote places, however. If you live on Papa Westray then it is the centre of the universe to you and Princes Street in Edinburgh seems remote. Fresh vegetable day at the shop (Wednesday) has more importance to you than say late night opening at Marks & Spencer. That new dress is only a click away in any case.


Of all the appealing things about islands, ‘sanctuary’ is probably the strongest. Britons are island people, after all, and our ‘islandness’ has kept us safe on more than one occasion. Every Briton has some idea of what it means to be protected by a channel of water.


When St Columba arrived from Ireland in the sixth century he considered first Oransay and finally Iona on which to establish his sanctuary and centre of Christian teaching. It was always going to be somewhere by the sea, of course, but when you walk through Oransay or Iona today the feeling of sanctuary is heightened by the fact of being on a small island. Fugitives often sought sanctuary on islands, and none more famous than Bonnie Prince Charlie on Skye in 1746 after the Battle of Culloden. Today Scottish islands are sanc­tuary for wildlife of all kinds. Birds such as the corncrake hold out on Oransay, Coll and Tiree. The Scottish primrose clings to Orkney and the fabulous white-tailed eagle is staging a comeback on Mull.


And the weather? There is no such thing as bad weather – only inadequate clothing. ‘Enjoying your holiday?’ one lady said to me once. ‘How do you know I’m on holiday’ I asked. ‘Locals don’t wear shorts’ she said. I go prepared for it to rain every day, all day, but it never does. You tend to get four seasons in a day in Scotland so, if you don’t like the weather, just wait 15 minutes. I’ve had my share of heatwaves too – 15 hours of sunshine every day for a week on more than one occasion. As I sit proof-reading this introduction I’ve just returned from two solid weeks of T-shirt weather in Orkney.


Actually, it did rain all week once. The sun came out for half an hour on the last day. I was walking along a track, through ancient woods by a loch. The water sparkled in an instant, the tall reed stems in the shallows glowed with an indescribable colour and the sky turned a shade of blue you will not see anywhere else. The woodland birds sang and the skylark took up the chorus from the field opposite. A duck and her brood swam out from their lochside nest, leaving one large and six small, V-shaped, and ever-widening wakes. I wrote in my diary that the trip had been worth it for that half hour. It certainly was, that was 20 years ago and I always think of that moment when I pass the same spot.


I may never discover what it is about islands in general, and Scottish islands in particular, that excites me but they do. Every journey to an island begins with a quickening of the pulse. Each time I look out of my window in March and see the light sparkling on the water, or feel the strength returning to the sun, I know it is time to start checking the ferry schedules.


Richard Clubley 2014
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Toy shop, Arran.




CHAPTER 1


Ailsa Craig – A masterclass in island going


‘NO RISKS,’ SHE SAID. ‘If the dog falls over a cliff into a whirlpool, then don’t bother coming home’. This was my ‘bon voyage’ as I left for island hopping with Col, our young border collie.


We landed on Ailsa Craig, 244 acres of uninhabited rock, nine miles out from Turnberry in Ayrshire. Ailsa rises almost sheer from the beach to 1,100 feet, with a circumference of two miles.


The scene greeting my arrival at Ailsa’s rickety pier was one of an industrial wasteland. The only bit of flat ground – a few acres – on the rock is in the east and where the Stevenson lighthouse and quarry were built over a hundred years ago. A narrow gauge railway leads up from the pier head, passing ruined cottages and running into a ‘goods yard’ 100 yards further on. Points, rusted and overgrown beyond use, direct a spur to the lighthouse. The East Coast Mainline carries on a further half mile or so to the quarry – now just a heap of rubble and rough-hewn boulders of curling stone proportions. The fog horns, gas works and workshop are rusty. Corrugated iron roofs flap in the wind.


The welcome sign on the pier says ‘Unsafe – land at your own risk’ and the built walkways, their railings storm twisted beyond usefulness, carry more dire warnings. I camped well away from the sheds lest something fall in the night.


I should really have checked the tides before setting off to walk round the beach. I should have looked at a map too and carried plenty of water – but I did none of these. Someone told me low water would be about 10-ish. As to whether it was a spring or neap tide, I was ignorant. I put all this down to holiday excitement, but stupidity might be a better term.


Having passed the: ‘Do not pass this notice’ notice, traversed crum­bling walkways and gained the ‘beach’, we commenced a tough scramble over car-sized boulders. After an age we walked on a grassy slope for a while before more boulders.


Reptilian shags honked in crevices, the ground was littered with the un-buried dead of the gannet city (pop. 36,000) on the cliffs above. From the sea Ailsa is one of Britain’s natural spectacles. Thousands of birds are on impossible slopes, and in the air. Translucent wings against the bright sky. On the beach it is all death.


The sun bore down and we became very thirsty. Col drank from a pool which I thought must be rainwater but wasn’t so she had to be restrained. A half full Evian bottle turned out to be contaminated too. Desperation is alarming.


A headland – was it Stranny Point? I hadn’t a clue – blocked our path. I thought the tide should fall further but didn’t know what was round the corner anyway. We turned back, dreading the boulders, and trying not to dwell on the thirst. Better the devil you know, I thought.


Passing a small cave I noticed green, wet moss in the entrance, and heard the trickling of water. Fine ‘rain’ was falling from the roof but I couldn’t get a good drink. In an earlier bout of stupidity I forgot to pack a whisky tumbler so had bought a plastic one in Girvan. It made no matter because I left the single malt on the mainland anyway, in my haste to the boat.


I now remembered the tumbler was still in my rucksack. It took five minutes to fill in the ‘rain’ but gave the sweetest drink. I enjoyed 20 minutes worth and Col licked the moss. Homeostasis restored, the walk seemed much easier. The tide had dropped and we missed the big boulders on the way back. The walkways now seemed benign by comparison. In camp I pledged never to be stupid again. If only.


Had there been golfers at Turnberry, on the Ayrshire coast, about 60 million years ago they might have noticed an undersea volcano erupting nine miles offshore. The long since cooled plug from that eruption is now called Ailsa Craig, often referred to by mariners as Paddy’s Milestone as it falls half way between Glasgow and Belfast.


The thing that attracted men to Ailsa was the granite. The island is an igneous intrusion. The molten rock from the volcano cooled underground (unlike lava which erupts before solidifying). The 60 million year old intrusion has been exposed by the softer, surface rocks eroding away. The Bass Rock, St Kilda, Rockall and the Flannan Islands were all similarly formed.


Ailsa’s granite is of an unusual type – called ailsite – and is perfect for making curling stones. Ailsite is very fine, hard grained granite, producing excellent stones, used all over the world where curling is played. There are Common Ailsa, Blue Hone and Red Hone varieties of which Blue Hone takes the blue riband. Quarry blasting stopped when the island became a bird sanctuary but Kays of Scotland continue to ship a few loose boulders for curling stone manufacture, together with some gift items. Rhona Martin, Fiona MacDonald, Margaret Morton, Janice Rankin and Debbie Knox won curling gold for Great Britain at the 2002 Winter Olympics using Ailsa stones.


Ailsa Craig is also one of the world’s most important gannetries. It is home to fewer birds than the Bass Rock, at the mouth of the Firth of Forth, or St Kilda, but Ailsa’s 36,000 pairs of gannets is still a lot of guano.


Gannets are stunning birds. They are brilliant and translucent when viewed against a bright sky from the deck of a small boat, rolling on the sea below the vast colony. They have a six foot, black-tipped wing span, black, webbed feet and a beautiful, creamy yellow head. They plunge dive into the sea from a great height to catch fish, their wings folding back at the last minute as they arrow deep after their prey. Their skulls contain shock absorbing material, a bit like bubble-wrap, to cushion the strike at the sea surface.


The northern gannet nests, very sociably, in huge colonies on remote rocky islands and stacks. On Ailsa Craig the top of almost every granite column has a nest or two. Once they have reached breeding maturity, after a few years, each pair will lay a single blue egg per season. They remain faithful to their nest site, returning year after year and so usually meet up, and mate with, their old partner. Chicks generally return to where they hatched to start breeding. The massive increase in gannet numbers on the Bass Rock (6,000 pairs to 40,000 pairs since 1962) is largely due to breeding success on the rock and the return of native chicks.


Gannets can utilise a wide range of prey fish species. They are not fussy eaters. They are also well equipped to range far and wide from the colony and to dive deep after food. They can thus track the shoals and take fish that swim at different depths. This catholic taste means they are less susceptible to vagaries of fish stocks than some other seabirds.


From the sea the colony is an amazing site. Thousands of birds spaced over every available ledge – all keeping just out of stabbing range of their neighbour’s fearsome dagger-bill. The constant clamour mingles with the smell of guano which, once sensed, is never forgotten. Thousands more – birds off fishing, returning, just stretching their wings, perhaps, or young ‘loafers’ without parental responsibility – wheel and soar in the thermal up-draughts where the sea air meets the cliff.


The bird corpses on the beach were things they don’t show you in the nature programmes. Professor Sarah Wanless of the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH), who spent her PhD years squatting in an old granite miner’s cottage on Ailsa Craig, told me that the Ailsa gannet cliffs are different from most others in that they have this narrow beach, rather than plunging sheer to the sea, as at St Kilda, Bass Rock and elsewhere, and so dead birds are more evident. Sarah divided her time between counting gannets and rescuing fallen chicks ‘that would otherwise be eaten alive by rats’. She hand-reared them at the cottage on mackerel caught off the beach in the evenings. ‘One of my chicks made it to Morocco,’ she told me.


Gannets are subject to protection under the law on seabirds but the men of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides are licensed to sail to remote An Sgeir every August to harvest 2,000 gannet chicks, or gugas. It is a rite of passage for Lewismen to be invited on the hunt. The gugas, considered a delicacy, are brought back to Ness, pickled and salted, for sale or distribution to friends. Licence returns record 33,690 gugas taken between 1985 and 2001. An Sgeir is one of only three Scottish gannet colonies to suffer a decline in recent years (St Kilda and Ailsa Craig being the other two). The harvest represents about 30 per cent of the annual chick production so it is a prime suspect. Incidentally, there are all manner of recipes and cooking methods for guga. The flavour has been described variously as: salt mackerel-flavoured chicken and kipper with the texture of steak or salt goose. The skin, often eaten separately, ‘resembles a dirty dish cloth with the taste of tripe.’ For the bachelors of Ness the first guga of the year is said to be the nearest thing to an erotic experience. Kerrs Pink potatoes are the best accompaniment.


I sailed round Ailsa Craig in 2011 with a boatload of tourists. There were 72,000 gannets, sure enough, but it was the puffins that had the visitors squealing with delight and pointing excitedly. Puffins are the most attractive, delightful birds. Often described as ‘comic’ but I do not hold with that. It is, without doubt, their multi-coloured bill that does it for them. Bold stripes of red blue and yellow adorn the adult bill in the breeding season. There is also a bright orange ‘hinge’ which assists in the holding of several fishes at once.


Puffins are highly trusting of humans at their breeding sites, in spite of years of persecution for food on St Kilda and elsewhere. I have sat, on still, calm evenings, only a few feet from their burrows in the grassy cliff tops of Fair Isle, Lunga, Mingulay and other such places, watching them come and go with beaks full of sandeels for their single chicks below ground.


Puffins, unlike neighbouring auks such as guillemots and razorbills, carry several fish at a time back to their chicks waiting in the burrows. The record is 61 sandeels and a rockling in a single beak load. Fish in such large catches are often virtually useless to the chicks however as they are light to the point of transparency. There is a popularly held view that puffins carry multiple catches with heads and tails on alternating sides. The thought being that, as they chase the shoals, they grab alternately to left and right. Not so I’m afraid – the fish are caught and carried randomly.


Since the 1980s puffins at North Sea colonies have suffered, drastically in some years, from crashes in sandeel populations due to over-fishing by humans. Fish prey species have also been affected by sea temperature changes, popularly attributed to global warming although still poorly understood. As oceans warm, the fish move north in search of cooler, more nutrient rich water. In recent years puffins have been seen trying to feed the once scarce pipe fish to their chicks. This is a long, straggly beast, difficult for chicks to swallow and of little food value.


Unlike gannets, guillemots, razorbills and kittiwakes, which nest on highly inaccessible ledges, the puffins lay their eggs in old rabbit burrows or ones they have excavated themselves in grassy cliff tops. This makes them extremely vulnerable to land-based predators such as brown rats. Ailsa Craig once had a teeming puffin colony numbering 300,000 pairs but, after the rats arrived, had been wiped out in about 30 years. Rats easily take eggs and chicks from the burrows. Puffins can live for 20 to 30 years. The adults could escape the rats and return each year to breed but all the eggs or chicks were taken so, once the adults died off through old age or other causes, the colony died.


Rats were first recorded on Ailsa Craig in 1889 – just three years after the lighthouse had been built in 1886 and the two arrivals were probably related according to Bernard Zonfrillo of Glasgow University. Puffins failed to breed there after 1906. There are many unsung heroes in wildlife conservation but Bernard deserves a mention for his determination to see puffins return to the rock. In 1991 he organised the delivery of industrial quantities of rat poison to Ailsa and supervised their eradication. After a lot of waiting, and finger crossing, he recorded the arrival in 2002 of two breeding pairs of puffins. In 2009 there were about 75 pairs, perhaps 300 birds when all the non-breeding juveniles were added in.


I suppose we should spare a thought for the rats. In 1974 hedgehogs were introduced to the islands of North and South Uist, in the Outer Hebrides, to control slugs and snails. Unfortunately this introduction coincided with a decline in the breeding success of internationally important colonies of wading birds. Like the puffins they nest on the ground and their eggs make good convenience food for hedgehogs.


In 2003 an alarmed Scottish National Heritage paid an average of £800 per prickly hog (my Yorkshire grandma used to call them ‘Prick-a-back-hodgesons’) to have them relocated to mainland sites. The hedgehogs were being killed at first but the rehoming programme was started after public outcry. By 2010 the re-settlement bill had reached £1.2 million, with a further £1 million needed.


The programme has been described as: ‘If in doubt, blame the illegal immigrant.’ The sad truth is that no one could be certain the hedgehogs’ taking of some eggs was entirely to blame for the birds’ decline. On North Ronaldsay, Orkney, a similar problem has been, at least in part, attributed to changes in farming practice and climate change. Climate change is becoming everyone’s favourite villain. Who knows? In any event there was no such outcry for the brown rats on Ailsa Craig.


What of the future? Perhaps, if the puffins darken the skies around Ailsa with their dense and numberless flocks once again, the tea shop will re-open for the sale of tea towels, mugs, prints and key-rings. Visitors could be offered a tour of the Stevenson lighthouse and climb to the island summit to view Arran, Mull of Kintyre and Ireland. The industrial archaeology could be tidied up into a visitor experience and perhaps Kays of Scotland could sell their souvenir miniature curling stones.


In 2011 the island was for sale at the asking price of £2.5 million. As a business enterprise there’d be a bit of income from the RSPB lease and quarrying operations, but you would still need to sell a lot of tea and tea towels to turn a profit. The market appears to have acknowledged this – the price was slashed to £1.5 million in 2013 and that was still the asking price in March 2014.
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Ailsa Craig lighthouse




CHAPTER 2


Great Cumbrae – Nostalgia for sale


IT TOOK ME 50 years to get to Great Cumbrae. When I started island bagging with my trip to Arran, Great Cumbrae didn’t seem so attractive. It has no mountains, no great caves, whirlpools or neolithic stone circles. There are no tales of tragic desertion. Bonnie Prince Charlie did not pass through, neither did Robert the Bruce hide here. Cumbrae is not remote or islolated either. You can hop across in ten minutes on the regular car ferry from Largs, which you can reach in an hour by train from Glasgow. There seemed to be very little romance.


Cumbrae is a tiny, green pebble hidden among the larger islands and coastal towns of the Firth of Clyde. For all that it has a strategic position in the great seaway carrying ships from all over the world, in and out of Glasgow – once the second city of the British Empire. Thousands upon thousands of emigrants from Scotland will have slid away to sea on the ebbing tide past Cumbrae. Through the narrow channel between the Cumbraes and Bute, then on past Arran, they have stood on the deck watching their final close up of home. Some will have seen it again, on their return and, perhaps, wept all over again.


Great Cumbrae is not so great, only four miles long by two wide, its highest point is only 417 feet. It gets its name to distinguish it from its even smaller sibling – Little Cumbrae Island – just off shore to the south. Almost every one of the 1,200 or so people that live on Great Cumbrae do so in the island town of Millport, wrapped around Millport Bay at the south end of the island. You wouldn’t think it, to drive round the almost empty hinterland, but Cumbrae has the dubious distinction of being the most densely populated of all the Scottish islands. This is a statistical quirk of its small size and proper little town. If you are a lover of peace and quiet you shouldn’t be put off visiting.


When I walk along an island pier for the first time there is anticipation of something new and unknown, no matter how much advance reading has been done. In fact, the more research is done ahead of the trip the more questions there will be. What will that beach be like? What will be in the village shop? On uninhabited islands the very ground underfoot is different, according to the season – the ungathered driftwood, the height of the grass, the carpet of thrift or the discarded yet untrampled egg shells. One of the pleasures almost as good as visiting Scottish islands is writing about them. My blank sheet of paper holds the same promise for me. What will I say? What feeling or memory will scream in my head for attention? It is often trivial but, if it is my foremost thought, then it is what I have to say.


On the five-minute bus ride from Cumbrae pier (a bus meets every one of the regular ferries, after its ten-minute crossing from Largs) on this quiet island I had not known what to expect in Millport. Elsewhere ‘doon the watter’ in the Firth of Clyde there are a few boarded up shops, some peeling paintwork and other signs of both long and short term recession. Millport, surely, must be struggling I thought. How could it possibly be otherwise out here at the end of the line, on the road to nowhere? Then again, how wrong can you be?


Arriving at the eastern end of the town the first view is of the arms of the bay enclosing a clean sandy beach and a couple of tiny islets – the Eileans. Slightly further out is Wee Cumbrae – bought in 2009 by a couple of folk wanting to set up a yoga centre.


Between the road and the beach is the promenade and wide, neatly manicured lawns. The Old Tyme swing boats compete for trade with the putting green. Mums and dads have no difficulty in finding a gaily painted red, green, blue or yellow bench from which to watch the sandcastle building and paddling.


The jurassic-looking Crocodile Rock (a natural, crocodilian rock with a painted face) is the most dangerous thing in Millport. Children risk a grazed knee but never a bite. After the beach there are ice-cream, candyfloss and the ’60s coffee bar (still with its original red and yellow formica-topped tables and jukebox). As the light fades the coloured bulbs, strung between the lampposts, reflect in the rising tide.


On a sunny day, in the season, the population of this little town can swell to 5,000. Visitors come to remember these simple, innocent pleasures of their childhoods and to let their children taste them. For a few hours Millport provides service with a smile then draws a collective breath as the last ferry leaves and the island is quiet again – until the next day. It was quiet when I arrived and I couldn’t work out how the town managed to look so prosperous. ‘What are you selling here?’ I asked a local. ‘Nostalgia,’ she said.


Millport developed, not surprisingly, around a mill sited in the town and close to the small harbour during the 18th century. The small town had a magnetic effect on the rural population. Today more than 90 per cent of the population live in and around Millport. Indeed, travelling round the coastal road one gets the impression of there being almost no-one living or working there. When I arrived on the island I had asked someone where I might camp. ‘Just drive out of town and camp anywhere,’ he said ‘You won’t disturb anyone, there’s no one there.’


In 1634 a revenue cutter was supplied to supervise the collection of import duties and prevent smuggling in the Clyde. A succession of boats – the King’s Boat, the Cumbrae Wherry and the Cumbrae Cutter were based at Cumbrae. With whisky at sixpence a pint the profits to be made from smuggling were high and the whole community supported the activity.

OEBPS/image4.jpg
North
Rona

svla
Sqeir
50 miles (approx)

Flannon
o

Outer
Hebrides

Ll
Q@ StXilda

N.Uiet
ap

SUist






OEBPS/image8.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
RICHARD CLUBLEY

With a foreword by Mairi Hedderwick






OEBPS/image3.jpg
Outer Hebrides V%
Q
°@ St-Kilda

N.Uist

Colonsng
Ornnsoj

B

SOmiles (aPprox\ G‘3h°

—_— )Pladda





OEBPS/image7.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg
Unst g
i
Shetland QQ{‘W
FopaSimorp, ) [IEE

Foula ) Skerries

) overs ] [Tovoss
ST Minian J [*Movsa

SOmiles (approx) & Fair Isle.
Papa Westray
meg [x (PNetth Ronaldsay
©Norkh Rona Rousa ﬁ/}
* Suia Sgair orkney ¢ S5 &

H Y
i @ Soukh Renaldsay

2 Seramo

“Hioverness

Aberdeen g

Barragy =

Rum

Singu iggd)

s





OEBPS/image6.jpg
Inverness

Aberdeen n

S50miiles (aPprox]

o Edn burgh

Glasgow





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg





OEBPS/image5.jpg
Unst
Yell
Fekl
Shetland G(S\O e

Papa Stour < Whel Ovk

50miles (appresd

Foula 0 Uo i

S.Havera p
se.Ninian 8 /2 Mousa

(> Fair Isle

Papa Westro
P 30 (7 Nerth Ronaldsay

Soukh Rfmaidsaﬂ
2 Serema





