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	MACDUFF
	Stands Scotland where it did?




	ROSS
	Alas, poor country. Almost afraid to know itself.








Shakespeare, Macbeth


The happiest lot on earth is to be born a Scotsman. You must pay for it in many ways, as for all other advantages, on earth. You have to learn the Paraphrases and shorter Catechism; you generally take to drink; your youth, as far as I can find out, is a time of louder war against society, of more outcry and tears and turmoil, than if you had been born, for instance, in England. But …


R.L. Stevenson, A Scot Abroad


… But?
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Glossary







	Ashet
	large serving plate




	Birkie
	smart, conceited man




	Brae
	hill, slope




	Brogues
	heavy leather shoes




	Brose
	oatmeal and boiling water/milk




	Canty
	cheerful, merry, brisk, lively




	Chap
	hit, strike, knock




	Clarty
	dirty, muddy, sticky




	Close
	entry to a tenement, alley




	Connacht
	spoiled, destroyed




	Coof
	rogue, fool, useless person




	Corbie
	crow




	Couthie
	agreeable, pleasant, homely




	Crabbit
	cross, bad-tempered




	Crack
	gossip, banter, chat, news




	Cromag, crummock
	shepherd’s crook




	Dominie
	schoolmaster




	Dirl
	shake, vibrate, quiver




	Dour
	sullen, dull, sluggish




	Dreich
	dreary, tiresome, bleak




	Dwam
	stupor, daydream




	Fank
	sheepfold, sheep sorting yard




	Fankle
	tangle




	Fly
	tea, supper




	Gaidhealtachd
	Gaelic-speaking Scotland




	Gloaming
	evening twilight, or dawn




	Haar
	cold mist or fog




	Harled
	roughcast




	Hirple
	walk lamely, limp, hobble




	Howff
	favourite haunt, (freq) pub




	Hurdies
	buttocks, hips




	Keek
	peep, watch surreptitiously




	Kenspeckle
	conspicuous, easily recognisable




	Lallans
	Lowland Scots




	Ma-tha
	‘Well, then’




	Mercat
	market




	Muir
	moor




	Nappy
	ale




	Neuk
	corner, lurking-place




	Piece
	snack, (freq) packed lunch




	Pecking
	panting, out of breath




	Piobaireachd, piobroch
	– usu. ceol mor, the ‘great music’ of the bagpipes






	Quaich
	drinking cup




	Scalpaich
	native of Isle of Scalpay




	Sgitheanach
	native of Isle of Skye




	Slàinte
	health, a toast




	Stank
	grating in a gutter




	Swee
	movable iron bar over a fire




	Targe
	hand-held shield




	Teri
	native/inhabitant of Hawick




	Thangka
	Buddhist painted scrolls




	Thrawn
	obstinate




	Thole
	suffer, endure
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Arthur Caldback’s Shop, Shetland


Hunch-backed crows perched on posts, scouring the land with a matronly eye for disorder. They would have found it nearby in the shop of Arthur H. Caldback. He owned the most northerly emporium in the British Isles and he stood behind its counter, an elderly man untroubled by mildew or mould and neatly dressed in a suit as he presided over a world in imminent collapse. His thin frame had been bent under a lifetime’s struggle with Shetland’s wind, roof leaks, handbags, Snoopy Annuals (1976) and Royal Wedding plasticware; but neither adverse climate nor immovable stock had crushed his faith. Arthur H. Caldback just knew that one day the door would open and a figure would step in and say, ‘I’d like two pounds of onions, one of those trays and a nineteen-seventy-six Snoopy Annual, please.’


It had been a long wait. His face had oxidised to a crusty frown as a result of this and years of exposure to tourists’ facile remarks about weather, beauty and loneliness. He was capable of two expressions: this frown and, to local people, a hearty smile, and he switched from face to face with the abruptness of a swivelling tragi-comedy mask. Currently the mask was set on frown for he had before him a tourist of the most inquisitive kind.


‘There’s not much you haven’t got here!’ remarked the tourist, having already unsuccessfully touched on gales and isolation. This was certainly true. Mr Caldback’s shop occupied two adjoining cottages. Its internal labyrinth extended through seven rooms on two floors and they were chock-a-block with all the needs of humanity: fishing rods, mousetraps, postcards, framed pictures of Lassie, wellies, and boxes of Christmas decorations (in June); the contents of Glassware had been on show for so long they were now a bewildering assortment of mausoleums for moths, earwigs and spiders; ‘Kenneth McKellar sings Robert Burns’ announced a bowed LP cover whose glue had lost its grip and it gaped like a gin trap; shelves rose ten feet up the walls with bulging squadrons of jars and tins, many so old they had begun to leak and their labels were bacteriological showpieces; but if time appeared to stand still here, a tub of ‘fruit fragrant pencils’ showed Mr Caldback was smack up to date with children’s fads.


You could go left and right and left again and upstairs, flicking switches as you went, inhaling wonder as naked lightbulbs revealed another Tutankhamun chamber of knick-knackery. Below five layers of wallpaper peeling from the ceiling, brand-new handbags were piled on the floor; shoes displaying the styles and pricetags of previous decades were heaped in disarray, and clothes could only be located by burrowing and tugging. Generations of cobwebs festooned the windows and reduced them to peepholes. Mr Caldback did not believe in vacuum cleaners or the art of presentation but he did believe in security. Each room lay under the eyes of Sony closed-circuit cameras.


‘Aren’t you worried about the damp?’ the tourist asked, pointing to a motorway of white rot which traversed the ceiling.


‘Naw. Allus been like that.’ Mr Caldback’s business had been supplying the community of Uyeasound since 1700.


The tourist bought a tin of mould-free tuna and two postcards. Mr Caldback looked him over critically while he tried to extricate his money from a plump daypack. He was a man of around forty, with curly fair hair which clearly had little experience of combs and was receding above the temples. His ruddy complexion and ginger beard looked Highland but his accent placed him elsewhere, in the Borders maybe, or even south of them. He wore a thermal jacket and tracksuit trousers stained with oil around the ankles. Mr Caldback straightened his tie and looked disapproving.


‘Where da belong ta?’ he asked. The Shetland dialect broadened certain consonants and pinched certain vowels. English words passed through this linguistic mill and emerged mutilated, plumped up or strangled but in the soothing singsong lilt of the Scandinavian influence.


The tourist hesitated. It was obviously a question that made him uncomfortable. ‘Edinburgh, originally.’


‘Aw, Scotland! I ance hid ma haldays i Scotland.’


The tourist looked at him in confusion. He was referring to the place as if it were a foreign land. ‘To Scotland? But we’re in …’ he began. He let it drop. Mr Caldback had produced a third mask. Very Severe Frown. The tourist realised he’d asked too many questions, thanked the proprietor and left.


As travel writers constitute the eyes, ears and thought-processors of the selective experiences they offer, and as travel writing inevitably carries autobiography in its baggage, it is a courtesy of such writers – if not actually incumbent on them – to reveal something of their background and nature. This is particularly the case where the subject is Scotland: home, or a parody of one, to so many.


I am a Scot. My home has always been in Scotland. My ancestry is Scottish as far back as family records go, and in so far as they are honest; if any gene invasion has occurred, the conviction remains among the family that it must have failed dismally. Like Stevenson, we have always regarded a Scottish birth as a reasonably happy lot, and the historical image of Scot and Scott to be reasonably clean. I was brought up in Moray, and attended schools there, and in Aberdeenshire and Yorkshire. I went to Stirling University where lectures in German and Economics interrupted a life of running and canoeing. Then followed eighteen months as a trainee studio photographer in Edinburgh. These are simply the circumstances of my life, in which I have neither pride nor shame.


The smallprint of this undistinguished CV reveals a flibbertigibbet’s restlessness. Two holiday seasons were spent in service to the Loch Ness Investigation Bureau, armed with a leviathan of a camera and looking out for strange ripples. I herded reindeer in the Cairngorms. For months, as black as mourning, I worked as a peat cutter on Rothes Moss, earning 25 pence for every cubic yard raised and being enthralled by the poetry recited by my equally black companions. Then my lot turned to window-cleaning. All the thousands of panes of glass at RAF Kinloss and Lossiemouth have witnessed my swirling chamois. A North Sea oil platform took me offshore for a year, and then I spent seven of the next ten years working and travelling round the world. For much of the journey I wore a kilt.


This sojourn left me feeling that I knew more about politics in Nicaragua and problems in China than I knew about life in my homeland. My ‘Scottishness’ was instinctive but I felt it represented a desire to belong rather than a belief that I actually did belong. Claiming allegiance to the whole, or even half or a quarter of the country, was suspect, unconvincingly loose. Scotland was far too big and varied to authenticate intimate and personal relationships with its entirety. No, specific parochial attachments were required. ‘Belonging’ meant where your family had its roots, where your neighbours had known your granny for half a century. This could be Unst or Wester Hailes or Kirriemuir or Govan, but it couldn’t be East Scotland or Longitude 3°W, Latitudes 55°55′ to 57°40′ (which would have suited me just fine, encompassing Edinburgh and Elgin); and this is where I became unstuck.


My grannies were known in Colinton and North Berwick, but I wasn’t. My father was a distiller (a legal one) and we moved around Edinburgh a bit. We moved to Fochabers, then to Elgin. This last move covered only eight miles but to a primary school kid it was half a hemisphere away. In Elgin home stayed put, but my schools near Huntly and Kendal continued to enforce the nomadic life. I suffered no trauma from this – at least, it hasn’t manifested itself yet – just, years later, the discomfort of being asked, not ‘Where are you from?’ but ‘Where do you belong to?’


Orphans of mobility are a caste apart.


I was sent to school in England because my father and his father had been sent there. Why my great-grandfather set this process in motion remains unexplained. Perhaps he launched his son into that drift to England, that fantasy of southern superiority, which has persisted since the Union of the Crowns, and especially since Culloden. Perhaps he adhered to the Victorian code of toughening your children by sending them as far from home as possible. Whatever the original reasons, at thirteen, too immature to ponder the ethics of education, I made my trek south, viewing the experience as a glimpse into another race, as if I were being sent, for example, to Amritsar or Tierra del Fuego.


At school in England I held on tenaciously to my Scottishness, being one of seven (of 450 boys) who wore a kilt on Sundays. I knew nothing about kilts and cared less; this was all about symbols, and identity. In spare time at university I immersed myself in the elements of my culture which were most conspicuously missing, taking up Gaelic and the Highland pipes, but my degree of application was no match for other distractions. At the peats and at the windows I even tried to recast my public school accent into a semblance of the Doric, and threw in as many swear words as were necessary to establish credibility with my workmates. Learning to be myself is taking longer.


By the end of my university days I was familiar with much of Scotland in terms of its physical character but my knowledge was otherwise superficial. Scottish history had never been on my school agendas. I could not have filled a paragraph on the Scottish Reformation or explained the significance of the 1886 Crofting Act. I had read Chaucer, Austen and Golding but not Scott, MacDiarmid or Grassic Gibbon. Raised in the generous space that exists between an atheist (possibly agnostic) and an ecumenical Episcopalian, I had a mild flirtation with the Scripture Union at the age of twelve, and faithfully (in its secular sense) read my Bible before bed. The phase fizzled out in a disappointing lack of understanding, blinding lights or angels. And five years later, even to save my soul, I could not have differentiated what set me, a nominal Episcopalian, apart from a Presbyterian or a Free Presbyterian. I was still, however, of open mind.


And politically I was naive. I had read up more about the Sandinistas than I had about the Scottish National Party. It was easier to dabble in the affairs of foreign lands where there was no requirement for personal investment or responsibility. Politics, appearing more the science of squabbling than of governing, had never held a fascination for me. Through apathy, therefore, I contributed to the rot of a democracy which I saw as flawed and restricted, but preferable to anything else I had encountered. In my naivety and apathy I suspected I was not alone, but like many who, either through complacency or the dogged acceptance of inherited values, remained in a backwater of outmoded beliefs. We had ceased to plumb their depths, or question them in the context of contemporary change.


This journey was to redress the deficit of being one of Scotland’s cultural and political waifs; to learn about Scotland’s past where it happened and to see what was happening here today. The route would embrace the whole country: its interior, its coastline and its islands, from Shetland to the Rinns of Galloway, from Lewis to Eyemouth. Inevitably it would be Scotland through peepholes, a series of vignettes drawn by those I met on a random journey of chance, and some prearranged, encounters.


This was the plan. First, I read all about us.


We were reported as being heroic, hospitable, romantic, maudlin, dour, thrawn, thrifty, and downright bloody mean.


We ate too much red meat, overdosed on chips, smoked too many cigarettes and inclined towards alcoholism.


Our race was a byword for ingenuity, for inventors, for engineers, for a few writers, fewer poets, and a scarcity of composers and artists.


Politically, we were all over the place, never able to agree amongst ourselves let alone get an act together to strive for mutual benefit. We felt isolated through the geography of power which divorced our politicians from us: a situation some of us liked, others resented.


Only sport had ever united us, briefly.


There were four times as many of us living out of our country as in it, but those of us lucky enough to be in this Land o’ Cakes inhabited a natural theatre, if the brochures were to be believed, where kilts and shaggy cattle were as plentiful as our blue skies.


We were oddities. If anything was unusual we wore it, ate it or arranged contests to throw it. If it was mundane we wrapped it in tartan and sold it at twice its value.


The diversity of our parts was much more complex than the composition of the mythical Chinese dragon, but, unlike the dragon,

we were given credibility. Others not only believed we existed in this form, they also believed they knew us intimately. Like James.






James was consumed by the sense of his own ‘dispossession’; it made him ache for ‘the luxury of some such close and sweet and whole national consciousness as that of the Switzer and the Scot’. (Henry James (1904), quoted by Jonathan Raban in Hunting Mr Heartbreak.)








The Scots are the inheritors of a national image that, typically, stems from a confusion of history and myth, but which is remarkable for the breadth of its popularity. We inherited this image but we also created it and perpetuate it. To what extent do we believe it? Do we see ourselves as others see us? Who are the Scots today? How do we live? What gives us a national consciousness? How ‘close and sweet and whole’ is it? What value do we place upon it now?


The tourist in Mr Caldback’s shop felt a deep affinity for this land which he wished to explore and perhaps explain. He travelled by bicycle. This was not because he was a bicycle fanatic; he was not of that ethereal world where people talk models and specifications, give their conveyances personal names to create surrogate travelling companions and exchange records of achievements and punctures. He travelled by bicycle because it came close to the perfect form of transport: silent, slow enough to look and think, fast enough to cover distance, and exposed enough to encourage interaction with those he met along the way. This last attribute was important. His interest, above all, was in people. To him, people were the soul of a landscape.


So his was a nameless old machine with ten gears. He fed it generously on oil (which transferred to his trousers), loaded it with panniers, flung on a tent, sleeping bag and cooker, and set off confidently in possession of a puncture repair kit and the intention of ditching the bike for other means of transport wherever the fancy took him.


He headed for Shetland in search of Scotland and the Scots, and found neither.
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Unst


Over the last six centuries Shetland has cut loose, drifted off the map and found independence. Of its one hundred islands, fifteen are inhabited by 22,000 people and 330,000 sheep. The most northerly of these is Unst where it rains on 253 days of the year and blows a gale on 42 of them. If the people only painted their houses red, blue or yellow, the land would be indistinguishable from the Faroes. If the Norn dialect of their litter bins (‘DUNNA CHUK BRUK’) was spoken by more than one-third of the population, then linguistically they would be Norwegian, for over 10,000 of their words are Old Norse. Culturally the Shetland Islands are bobbing about 200 miles north of their present position but the current is steadily drawing them south.


In 1850 a woman stood on the cliffs at Hermaness and looked out to sea, to the horizon beyond the craggy islet of Muckle Flugga where today a lighthouse stands and marks the official beginning of Scotland. Those who were with her said ‘she stood for some minutes on the sombre rock, quite silent, tears falling slowly, and her hands stretched out towards the north’. She had come to ‘send love on the wings of prayer’ to her missing husband and to come as close as physically possible to him. That woman was Lady Jane Franklin, wife of the Arctic explorer, and, unaware that her husband had died two years earlier and that her quest to find him would continue for another six, she had made the arduous journey from London to Shetland to raise men for another expedition to look for him. She had no difficulty. Shetlanders were used to the short haul to the top of the world.


Unst gathered its heather, grass and bogs into one last flurry of lumps before ending abruptly at the sheer cliffs of Hermaness. I wondered if Lady Jane had been harassed by great skuas, or ‘bonxies’ as they were called here. These large brown birds, the terrorists and pirates of seagulls, came swooping out of the sky with a terrifying rush and only aborted their attacks when a few feet from my head. Their assault was relentless and my nerves were frayed by the time I reached the end of the land.


Muckle Flugga lighthouse looked like a tall extension of the guano which covered the rock around it, and the three keepers who still lived there must have had it well stocked with videos and jigsaws. In January 1992 the storm which demolished houses and sent boats tumbling across fields picked Muckle Flugga as the venue for Britain’s all-time wind speed record. It pushed the anemometer’s needle to 150 knots (173 mph), where the scale ended, and then on to an estimated 194 mph. Muckle Flugga looked a place for the birds, and a shortcut to insanity.


On this particular day the weather was balmy and thoughts of gales and Arctic hardship clashed with the placid view. A gentle breeze tugged at loose hanks of fleece – hentilaggeds – caught in the grass. As the Vikings had found, Shetland on a good day was as good a place as any to postpone an expedition. I found a safe spot and peered over the cliff.


Puffins crowded the ledges. They wore evening dress and carnival faces. Their wings seemed too short and slender to support their dumpy bodies, and the uncertainty of flight was only overcome by frantic flapping. Down they dived, faster and faster. They entered the airborne mêlée of fulmars, gannets and guillemots as artlessly as missiles, ricocheted off the cliffs, shot up skywards on the laws of momentum and somehow returned to their ledges without ever having gained control. Each flight exhausted the maximum potential out of what was a kamikaze design.


I was bonxied again as I returned to my bike and the start of the road. Names on the map warned me of a mythological landscape ahead and to be on my guard against the sort of nasty surprises you might expect to have ridden in on the back of a gale: Willa-mina Hoga, Birries Houlla Komba, Trollakeldas Houlla, Hoo Stack, Hogg of Papa … I could imagine Shetlanders learning to eat their rice puddings under threat of the evil Willa-mina, or almost any of their child-devouring names. But I looked forward to experiencing Sodom, Funzie and a Hawaiian-Rice Krispyish assortment of islands called Rumble, Snap, Vongs and Mooa.


The first surprise, a ewe in woman’s clothing, appeared early. Among a flock of ordinary sheep was one wearing a Shetland jersey. While the others chomped away in their whites, this one paraded a jazzy Fair Isle pattern of purple and pink.


‘Well, she wis losin’ ha fleece so ah jist sewn her up i an old sweater,’ explained the farmer when I tracked him down. ‘It’s whit we allus did, an she’s nae sheddin’ the hentilaggeds noo.’


Everything I cycled past was Britain’s ‘most-northerly’ this’n’that: golf course, transvestite sheep, post office, rugby pitch, RAF base, public lavatory, gnomery. But these tags are important only for the purposes of tourism and commerce. And there were precious few tourists about. Recession, isolation and the bad press of the wreck of the Braer were all being blamed for the poor showing. So I was one of only a handful of visitors who responded to a noticeboard invitation to attend a meeting of Baltasound Fiddle Club.


The fiddlers ranged in age from those not long out of rompers to those not far from zimmers. They were led by a retired teacher, Tom Polson, who wore a home-knit sweater and stomped his Hush Puppies so loudly on the floor it almost drowned the music. His mouth worked as if spitting out abuse as he sawed notes off the strings. The evening was part recital, part history lesson, and structured on the flight pattern of a puffin. Tom would be talking away when a word reminded him of a tune and he’d launch into it without telling the others, but one by one they picked it up and joined in.


Tom talked of Vikings and the brutal lairds introduced to the islands by Mary, Queen of Scots; of necromancy, the ‘gentleman’s witchcraft’ they practised, and that reminded him of a tune. He talked of the fishing, of sixareens out in the far haaf (deep sea) and of the steam drifters. ‘Hears du me?’ he asked, to illustrate the familiar form of address still in use, and that ignited another tune. Then he related how Shetland was a nation of sealers, whalers, fishermen, merchant seamen; they were travellers and the travelled upon; Vikings, war convoys, oil – they were used to invasions and incomers. Twenty thousand of them arrived in uniform during the last war, and in the 1950s so frequently did Scandowegian boats mob Lerwick that krona and krone were common currencies along the length of Commercial Street. Experience had imbued confidence in Shetlanders, and they could afford to be friendly without fear …


‘Fear … at remainds me o’ “Da Faded Cabbage”.’


The connection between this tune and fear escaped me, but ‘The Faded Cabbage’ set Tom’s Hush Puppy off once more.


The remainder of Unst unfurled as I rode south, heading for Yell and a ferry to Out Skerries, one of Shetland’s most remote communities. Sunlight picked out wild flowers field by field, moving its late-evening spotlight across the array of mottled hills and bogs. Unst had poor-grade peat; cows grazed its bogs; fertility was confined to the odd rig of potatoes and the gardens of the ubiquitous kithouse; you saw at once the narrow margin that had let Unst scrape a living in the eye of the Atlantic’s hostility.


A keen wind buffered my progress and bent me low over the handlebars. Its influence in shaping the character of the people was not to be underestimated. They had learned to read its moods and intentions. It sharpened their guile and resilience, and tested their tolerance. Racing through the hummocky landscape and coastal crags with the sound of ripping Velcro, it terrorised them. One afternoon in July 1881 it wrecked six sixareens and drowned 58 fishermen. But it also taught them music. Tom had said the people here were not poetic, but musical. The wind wrought tunes out of fences, blew notes from heather and rocks, and this permeated the people. Everywhere fiddle music drifted out of open windows. You saw children practising, and being respected for it, in school playgrounds. The Hardanger fiddle music of Norway could not have found a more nurturing medium.


Uyeasound and Arthur Caldback’s shop fell by. The hunch-backed crows continued to stare with a scrutiny more impeccable than Arthur’s Sony cameras. So sinister and relentless was their watch over the island, it seemed, that only when they slept could Unst sleep. I camped that night by the road and expected to wake up with my eyes missing.


From Yell (‘YELL FOR LIGHT FOR YELL’ had been the campaign slogan for bringing electricity to the island) I caught a ferry to Out Skerries. Judging by their size and remoteness, they would be quaint and primitive; and according to repute, an ideal sort of place for social anthropologists, drop-outs and travel writers.
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Out Skerries


‘You know, I was halfway up a mountain in New Zealand when I got talking to this man and, as one does in such circumstances, we got onto where we would end up. And I said I wanted to be a dotty old woman in some isolated place with a houseful of cats. And here I am! I’ve done it!’ She leaned closer and winked a mascara-laden eye. ‘And not many people can say that!’


I met Miss Adrienne Rankin on my way to the Out Skerries dance. She was in her sixties and certainly not part of the scenery you’d ever have expected to find on a New Zealand mountain. Her face was a mixture of the shocking and powdery hues of an apothecary’s window. Her thick blonde hair was swept back into a pony tail and she wore dark glasses, a woolly hat and a jacket in bullfighter red. American … on an ancestor hunt . . , flashed a mental warning at first sight of her, but Miss Rankin was English, a retired teacher. She injected her conversation with sugary enthusiasm – ‘wonderful! … marvellous! … terrific!’ – in affected tones and I wondered if she were trying to convince herself. It was wonderful here. Ebsolutely turrrifick.


We met on the rubble airstrip because the island was small and to make a decent walk out of it you had to walk everywhere. Within five minutes Miss Rankin had lightened herself of the salient points of her life. She had made a conscious decision not to marry because she knew she ‘couldn’t stand the suffocating presence of a partner’. Cats were marvellous companions. The Sunday Times had always exerted a major influence on her life. Its advertisements had taken her to jobs around the world, but always she had taken her holidays in places like Out Skerries. Then, seven years ago, a cottage here was advertised for sale: £18,000. She’d come up to see it. Turr-rifick! She’d offered £14,000 and got it. Wonderful! At first she kept six cats but the Shetland News kept advertising homeless kittens, and now she had eleven. ‘I really think I’m going to have to stop reading that column.’


Miss Rankin’s utopia of cats, Sunday Times and dottiness was blemished only by the degree of isolation: it wasn’t isolated enough. She wrinkled her nose and said, ‘To be honest, I can actually do without people.’ I saw at once how ebsolutely perfect she would have found the Muckle Flugga Light.


Thus far the wider world’s preconception of Out Skerries was firming up nicely.


The dance took place in the community hall, a modern state-of-the-art facility; the artificial grass for indoor bowling had been rolled away as had the mobile theatre stage. Trade at the bar was patchy and modest, for a dance in this community clearly meant a dance, embracing all ages. Everyone was on the floor. Some fishing boats were still at sea and this resulted in a shortage of men, which, almost anywhere else in the country, would have left an array of frustrated wallflowers around the room but here women danced unabashed with each other.


I had never seen a dance like it. Coyness was not a Skerries hang-up. Their fine stylish footwork read the music. They tapped heels and kicked, launched themselves into figures of eight and blurred with their partners in a dozen locked-arm spins … Quadrilles, The Lancers, Paul Jones, Faroese Ring Dance, Strip-the-Willow and a host of others from that far-off, foreign land of Scotland. In the interval, tea, homemade mutton sandwiches, bannocks and cakes were served. Then they danced again, and ate again. In common with every Shetland dance I was to attend, it was a matter of pride for the musicians to play on until the last dancers shuffled off the floor, and in this case that happened five hours later at 3.30 am. Apart from the bar, it was an evening untouched by money.


While supping tea and munching mutton, I fell into conversation with another man who had two left feet and had been trying to avoid the dance floor. Johnnie Graham had never been a good sailor, and was as thin as the lighthouses in which he’d worked as a relief keeper. Beach-combing had been his hobby. One day he’d come across a balloon which was almost deflated. By stretching it taut he managed to decipher a cartoon character called ‘Hairy’, the words ‘Howdy from me’, and the Philadelphia address of someone called Sharon Singer. He wrote to her. She was thirteen and had released the balloon on her birthday. It had taken three weeks to cross the Atlantic. They struck up a correspondence and on her twenty-first birthday Sharon and a friend came to visit Johnnie. He met them at Lerwick, and the story made it into the Sunday Times (Adrienne would have seen it). The American girls stayed a week and cried when they left.


‘This really got me going,’ Johhnie explained. He began throwing message bottles into the sea like mad. ‘Nah, no good. Few replies. But they wis glass. I swapped to yon plastic fizzy drink boattles. They wirk richt fine.’


He had thrown two hundred into the sea and received replies from about fifty. The bottles had a habit of stranding themselves in Denmark and Norway, and Number 83, he cited with distinction, had made it round the North Cape.


Johnnie’s shyness was acute. Undoubtedly he would have preferred our conversation to be taking place in one of those old-fashioned stores like Jenners, where we could have shot messages in brass canisters back and forth along pneumatic tubes. Notes and bottles were his medium. When the Royal Mail brought him no letters, he combed Out Skerries’ high tide line to check the North Sea Mail. Over the years he had found six messages: one Portuguese (no reply), one Russian (which he sent to Lerwick High School for a translation; a eulogy of love to some girl – no address), two from oilrigs and two from yachts. For several years now he’d given up throwing out messages as he felt guilty about the pollution, but he had half a mind to start up again. ‘I love da excitement o gettin replies, but, awww, da writing amost kills me.’


When he left the dance Johnnie had a few empty fizzies under his arm. I left with an invitation to visit the community fish farm.


Out Skerries consisted of three main islands. The third island was Grunnay, privately owned by an absentee Double-Barrell who had flown in a few times with enough tinned food to last months, and flown out again the next day. Grunnay’s 54 acres, lighthouse keeper’s cottage, walled garden and remains of a nine-hole golf course were currently on the market for £40,000. The local shopkeeper considered it a bargain, if not for the island, at least for the mountain of tinned food.


Out Skerries’ two main islands, almost touching and connected by a bridge, were owned by Cussons (soap). A drain encircled the largest hillock and channelled water into the community’s precious reservoir. As on Unst, Yell, Fair Isle, Foula, Fetlar, Whalsay and Papa Stour, no MOTs were required for cars and no more than provisional licences were required of their drivers. Bashed and rust-ridden, cars came to these islands to die. They were thrawn these wrecks. Exhausts fell off, doors blew away and windscreens shattered but it took a major stroke to end their noisy lives. Out Skerries was more exceptional in this respect. It had a greater proportion of Audis and Volvos in pristine condition, because Out Skerries was relatively rich.


Eighty-six people lived on this rocky outcrop and they administered an island economy with £2 million’s worth of assets. Theirs was a ‘sub-sidey-wise society’. They had worked a generous system of grants to maximum advantage and founded their existence on fish farming and four large trawlers. They had amongst them a Blues writer/reviewer, a treasure-trove diver working a Dutch wreck, two teachers, two shopkeepers, a minister and a postman. Out Skerries was, as Mark Twain might have put it, ‘smiling with the calm confidence of a Christian with four acres’.


Dave Williamson, the manager of the fish farm, ran me out to the flotilla of wooden walkways and submerged nets which covered about six acres of the bay. Here 120,000 silvery shapes swam in confined shoals, contributing to Scotland’s ranking as the world’s second largest producer of salmon. ‘When the smolts arrive here they weigh forty-eight grams, and when we harvest them fifteen months later, they weigh three or four kilos,’ Dave explained as we walked on the undulating pavements. I had visited a salmon farm before and watched oilskinned figures endlessly refilling demand-feeders and scattering pellets into the cages like proverbial sowers. But they didn’t work like that here.


We entered a floating office wallpapered with warm flesh. Out Skerries might have been dealing in escorts, with nets full of Cindies, Tracies, Susies and Misses Rubberclads. An operator sat before a computer screen, against a backdrop of Mayfairs, Penthouses and Fiestas.


‘We were about the first in the country to go onto this system. We used to dry feed the fish but now we buy a special food from Norway. It looks like sand and has oil mixed in. A machine here squeezes it into tubes of different diameters depending on the size of the fish, and serves it to them through water pipes.’


He made it sound like silver service.


‘We’ve cut our food bills by a third, reduced waste in the cages, and produce healthier fish and a cleaner seabed. A computer monitors the entire system and even checks the water temperature. Warmer water, more food. It sends the right size of food in the right quantities to the right cage at the right time. By pressing a button we can change the schedule of every cage or any particular one. And we don’t even have to go outside and get wet.’


In 1974, Dave explained, the Zetland County Council Act was passed to allow the Shetland Isles Council (SIC) (as it subsequently became) to control oil-related developments within the islands. As an unforeseen consequence of this Act, when fish farming appeared on the scene some years later the SIC found itself with the power to grant or refuse seabed leases – the sole prerogative of the Crown Estates Commission in the rest of Scotland. ‘The council made it a policy that, as far as possible, fish farms were to be locally owned – and today almost all of them are.’


‘With what particular advantage?’


‘That communities own and manage one of their largest employers. We’ll run this farm even if it does nothing more than break even because it provides an income for nine full-time and twelve part-time employees. An outside owner would probably only be interested in profit. In actual fact, we’ve done really well.’


The farm had started with one cage and 5,000 smolt. Shareholders had each put in £2,000, and their shares were now worth £30,000. The annual turnover exceeded £1 million. No wonder they could afford such expensive wallpaper.


I camped near the reservoir. After three days on the island I felt I knew everyone. Morag the Mallet, as I called her, stopped at my tent each morning for a chat. She carried her huge weapon for banging in stakes to tether sheep. Out Skerries had vegetable plots and few fences and it was a by-law that sheep had to be tethered. Morag let her sheep devour a circle of grass and then moved them to a new radius. ‘We still hae the auld runrig system here,’ she laughed, as she went off to tend her potatoes and oats.


Runrig, a system of grazing and cultivation under which agricultural plots were reallocated each year to ensure that the good ground was shared equally throughout the community, went into decline in the rest of the country in the early part of the nineteenth century.


Morag the Mallet confided in me more of the islands’ secrets. They hadn’t enough sheep to keep the pasture down. The dogs here were all bitches. Ancient driftwood rights were still upheld; wood piled above the high water mark became the property of the finder. Burials were free except, ‘Ya hae to pie da gravedigger’. (With the amount of rock about that couldn’t have been cheap.) And in a community where the men were too often at sea, the islands’ fire brigade had an all-woman crew.


The ferry Filla carried me west towards an appointment at Sullom Voe. I noted with dismay that Filla had not been born in the Clyde but in a Norwegian fjord flush with government aid. The crew handed out 10-gallon black bin-liners as sick bags. I prepared for a rough crossing. Through a porthole, beside which a Gideon Bible rested in its own stand instead of the more usual hammer labelled ‘IN CASE OF EMERGENCY …’, Out Skerries could be seen swimming steadily eastwards in a choppy grey sea. I was to travel many more miles before I fully appreciated how right Adrienne had been. Out Skerries were worth travelling the world to find. They held the ideal size of community: big enough to gang together and achieve, small enough to have to bury the hatchets and pull together.


They had found a viable strategy for survival. They could dance. They had runrig and the most modern fish farm in Europe.
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Sullom Voe


On 5 January 1993, the Very Large Crude Carrier Braer was steaming into a gale in the Fair Isle channel, to the south of the Shetland mainland, en route from Norway to Quebec. She was registered in Liberia – and so-called ‘flags of convenience’ immediately suggest ‘inconvenience’ to everyone else – with a mixed crew of Filipinos, Greeks and Poles, and her cargo was 20 million gallons of North Sea crude. The cause of her engines failing was later alleged to have been a consequence of faulty welding and pipes rolling around deck, smashing air vents which allowed water to enter and contaminate her fuel tanks. Captain Alexandros Gelis was alleged to have delayed excessively before calling for assistance, and to have abandoned the ship too early. The Braer was pinned against the rocks of Cro Geo where she slowly broke up, releasing more than twice the quantity of oil spilt by the Exxon Valdez when she smothered the Alaskan coastline. The memory still made Captain Anderson sombre and fey.


‘It could happen again tomorrow,’ he warned. ‘Here at Sullom Voe we’ve got no less than five tugs capable of towing the world’s largest ships, but they couldn’t get to the Braer in time. So what do we have to do? Have standby tugs at strategic places around the coast? Fine, but that’s big bucks. Who’ll foot the bill? The Government could, the oil industry could, the motorist could … but none of them will unless forced to. The bottom line is that you . . ,’ he pointed an accusing finger, ‘… me, we’re going to have to pay more for our gallon of petrol. We’re living in a fantasy of artificial prices. The day’s coming when we’re going to have to pay the real price … but don’t worry, there’ll need to be a good few disasters of a particularly horrendous scale before that day comes.’


Captain Anderson was a master mariner who had given up the bridges of VLCCs and taken the top office in Shetland’s Harbour and Port Authority. From his window he overlooked a headland of silver drums, complexes of interwoven pipes which hissed steam and smoke, and three tall flare stacks whose 40-foot flames always danced above Sullom Voe, the largest oil and liquified gas terminal in Europe. Hundreds of miles of pipeline connected Sullom Voe with the North Sea rigs and 75 per cent of Britain’s oil production arrived here. Oil flowed in at a rate of 800,000 tons per week and it would take exactly one week to swamp Sullom Voe unless a regular fleet of tankers came to carry the oil off. It was Captain Anderson’s job to ensure that the 500 VLCCs that visited the base each year did not hit each other or run amok within six miles of his office.


He was small and serious and his shirt looked very clean compared to mine. ‘Things are OK here. We keep a tight control over the ships. But, beyond six miles our authority ends. We can do nothing. Take the Fair Isle channel for example. God knows how much oil passes through there each year. We ask ships to advise the coastguard who they are and what they’re carrying each time they pass through, but few do. We’ve no radar surveillance. We’ve no idea what’s going on there. If we knew the movements of old or potentially dangerous vessels, we could put emergency services on alert. But we can’t change the rules. Shipping’s an international trade and the Rules must be globally recognised. Currently the Right of Innocent Passage allows ships to go where they please.’


A more practical solution, he suggested, was to attack the problem at the shipping end. Twin hulls could be fitted to every ship, but that wouldn’t have saved the Braer. Nothing could have withstood the pounding she took, Captain Anderson admitted. No, better would be to fit them with a second engine and prop. ‘But what would it cost to redesign and refit all the world’s oil fleet? Both oil and shipping are now marginal industries. Oil companies are cutting back and gearing themselves to another ten years of low prices and low returns. The world currently has twenty-five per cent excess tankers. As I speak, there are fifty-eight VLCCs tied up in the Arabian Gulf waiting on spec for a cargo. One got a load last week. And it costs the owners forty-nine thousand dollars a day to run a VLCC. So they bid each other down. The ones who perhaps have cut their maintenance costs and gone for a cheaper untrained crew – usually the older and least seaworthy ships – tend to offer the cheapest price and so get the load.’


‘What about the Donaldson Report?’ I asked. This was the government enquiry into shipping regulations and safety in the aftermath of the Braer. ‘Won’t it do something?’


Captain Anderson snorted a derisory laugh. ‘My guess would be nothing. There’s no political will. If the Braer had happened on the edge of London, then some urgent action might have resulted. But Shetland? That’s too far away.’


‘Are you saying that the real tragedy of the Braer is that it wasn’t serious enough?’


‘No, I’m not saying that. That was the view of Greenpeace and I disagree. That would simply have meant more destruction and more mess here. No, Shetland is just too far away to count. I don’t expect anything to change for ten to twenty years.’


His computer screen bleeped. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me. The Bloom Lake’s ready to leave.’ With a capacity of three Braers she was heading for the US Gulf with a massive 267,095 tons of black viscous oil.


‘You seem to have a perfect record here,’ I remarked, reading a wall chart of safe shipments.


Captain Anderson glowered and touched wood. ‘It’s only as good as your last consignment.’
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Vaila Island


Shetland with a tailwind is a gift for the cyclist. My wheels purred contentedly. Thrift saturated the air with the fragrance of its pollen. A torpid seal, bent over a rock like a black banana, yawned and groaned. The land rose and fell in a uniformity of muddy browns and greens, and some creature had laid across it long turds of extruded peat. It had also frightened off the people. The world seemed uncomfortably stripped of clutter. I inhaled the scent and tried not to notice my shadow which the sun contrived to project in front of me at every turn of the road. It showed a thin figure on an elephant. My bicycle was dangerously overloaded.


The Weisdale Valley cut a shockingly luxuriant passage. Green-ness burst from its slopes in the forms of rich grass and Shetland’s only trees. In that valley I cycled through Buchan, Dorset and Montana but at the far end it was just plain old Shetland again. It is contrast that injects vitality into a landscape: contrast of colour, texture and shape. But Shetland has little contrast. All too often it is bland and monotonous, wearied by its ravishings, reduced to cold comforts for sheep and the usefulness of something solid against which to tie your boat. Only its cliffs and weather lend it a sense of drama or beauty, but they are loans invested with a fearful unpredictability.


I felt more at home here than in any cityscape. I liked the way oystercatchers brazenly saw me off their territory with crabbity piping, and the way successions of little ringed plovers played games of dare, landing in front of me and running at such speed their legs seemed sure to trip, until discretion forced them into flight, and boldness into a repeat performance. I liked the way Shetland bus stops were fitted with gates to prevent sheep from taking them over, and the way community noticeboards kept me abreast of world affairs: North Nesting Public Hall was holding a meeting, Happyhansel School was starting a new term, and ‘Diane’s’ was offering ‘Cuts, Bobs, Trims, Spiral Perms, Blow-waving, Tinting, Highlighting, Lowlighting, Clippering, Demi-waving and Razoring.’ This, to someone who seldom dared to look in a mirror, was truly unexplored territory.


I was on the Shetland mainland, drifting west, courting chance encounters and the unpredictable. It was what I loved about travelling, gambling on hearsay and direction: character and compass roulette. I was addicted.


The start of this particular day provided no inkling that it would end in a baronial hall on a private island.


Vaila Island was first mentioned to me in Burrastow House, a hotel where I stopped for coffee when the mainland came to a sudden end. Both Burrastow and Vaila, the waitress said, had been left to Henry Anderton but the upkeep of both had proved too costly and, reluctantly, Henry had decided to part with the island. It had been on the market for eleven years and only recently been sold.


‘Who’s bought it?’


‘A Polish woman.’


I phoned her to ask if I could visit. ‘Sure! I’ll send the booat over.’


A few days earlier I had visited Brough House on Fetlar, the home of another island laird. I had arrived there late, about twenty years too late. A dead seagull occupied the chair where Lady Nicolson once sat. Her high-heeled shoes were still piled in a cupboard, Burke’s Peerage 1937 dominated shelves of books, and belongings were strewn about, but the house was a deserted wreck. Those who had once been cleared from the island to make way for the Nicolsons’ sheep doubtless would have viewed the scene with satisfaction and a sense of justice. Lady Nicolson had passed on. No longer would the council Housing Director have to entreat the obstructive old bat to sell land for needed housing, and no longer, it was rumoured, would he feel obliged to accept her invitation to a game of draughts in which she used Smarties instead of counters.


So I was feeling wary of eccentric island lairds when Freddy delivered me to the new owner of Vaila.


If I was late at Brough House, I was a little early at Vaila Hall. A delay of twenty years might have seen it finished. The hall was a solid blockish building standing pompously on 700 acres of moor and rough grazing. Its builders seemed to have been at odds with each other. One had thought a small castle with an arched entrance was about right. Another had sandwiched this between two corbie-stepped gables, and another had thrown a round tower on one corner. Freddy led me to the back door.


‘Hi! So you’f made it! How d’you take your coffee?’ Dorotta was 32 and spoke with a thick Polish accent. Her brown hair was pulled tightly back and pinned behind her head, revealing a round, pretty face with eyes that were sharp and alert. Over a robust build she wore a long, loose cardigan and an ankle-length skirt. She was calm and relaxed but when she moved she conveyed an air of unstoppable momentum.


‘D’you know how haard it is to find a twel-elf century building to buy?’ Dorotta asked. I said I didn’t. ‘Well it’s almost eempossible. Richard … that’s my partner in this venture … and I, we were looking ev-verywhere for something very old and very run down, you know, to restore. But the National Trust have almost ev-verything. Then we heard about Vaila and came to see. And at once we knew our search was over. It’s so ugly, so romantic … we just love it.’ She used a smile in careful measures but frequently spoke in italics.


They had bought it for a quarter of a million. Henry had thrown in half-tester beds, tables, and even family portraits that he had no room for at Burrastow. ‘Some of them are quite fun but none are any good, and all of them say new money.’ Dorotta was qualified to judge. She was an art dealer in London.


The whole place was nouveau riche, she said, but it was fun. What she found particularly refreshing was the consistency of its vulgarity. It had been built as a place for parties by a Yorkshire mill-owner, and Dorotta seemed intent on continuing the tradition. Seventy-five guests were about to fly up from London. ‘It has the smell of textiles about it. Textile millionaires always have the same smell, same taste.’


Dorotta had known that smell in Poland. Latterly she had lived in Wooj (‘That’s Poland’s second largest city, next to Chicago.’). Like Bradford, Wooj was industrial, in textiles. Her story then became fragmented and I picked up what pieces I could. Her grandfather had been an aristocrat in Belorussia. Her mother was a Communist. Dorotta had joined the young Solidarity movement and been blacklisted. She came to Britain to improve her English and let things cool down but shortly afterwards martial law was declared and a return to Poland would have meant imprisonment or, at least, no hope of employment. Britain refused her refugee status on the grounds that she was too young to have been politically active. She smiled wrily. ‘And yet I was old enough to be blacklisted in Poland!’


The story fragmented again. She had married. Her husband had died. It was logical to assume her marriage had provided her with the right to stay in Britain, and perhaps some money. Then she had met Richard who was a solicitor and a widower.


‘But what are you going to do with this place?’


‘We just want to restore the island and hall into a home again. It’s a project, an ambition, a fun venture.’


And what fun it was proving to be. The stove had blown up.


‘Henry was very upset … oh, we adore him but he does want to be involved in ev-verything we do. I think he still regards this as his home … we do have to do things, um, tactfully. So the stove blew up. It was an old stove. It died. But Henry took it personally. He thought we might blame him for selling us shoddy goods. And the roof leaked. Henry said it couldn’t possibly leak. He’d repaired it twenty-three years ago. We needed a large gas fridge. Henry said they didn’t make them any more. I found one in Harrods. It’s a wonderful store. I don’t shop for the name but the fact is that Harrods has … or can get … most things. So I get the fridge. When Henry sees it, he’s miffed. And now when I ask him where’s the best place to go for something like galvanised wire, he just says, “Why not try Harrods?” But we do adore him.’


She was ripping out the polystyrene tiles Henry had put on the kitchen ceiling. She was replacing a fireplace he’d installed. She’d just bought an Aga, and then the generator had packed in. That was another £5,000 away. They were repairing two other houses on the island but it was almost impossible to get workers here. Shetland had full employment. She’d had to wait months to get the JCB driver to come and mend their private roads. She’d had to import interior decorators from London. It was all

terribly difficult.


It must have also been terribly expensive. But cost was never mentioned. That would have been unacceptably vulgar.


‘I don’t think it’ll ever be finished. I think this project’s for life.’ This, and a monstrous jigsaw she’d scattered over a side-table. In this dark home Dorotta was bright and warm and utterly herself. I hoped the romance wouldn’t fade before the ambition was realised. Shetland’s long winters were hard to stomach on diets of jigsaws great and small.


She swept me on a tour. The main dining hall occupied almost one-third of the building. Stained-glass lancet windows rose the full height of the walls. A balcony ran round the upper reaches on three sides, with a stone balustrade and cloister-like arches. It was here that the band would play for Dorotta’s parties. Dark heavy furniture brooded around the central table, a monolith of carved mahogany. Fake weapons encrusted the walls and Dorotta had installed a suit of armour bought from a stage-prop company (‘Oh, it’s going rusty! That’s much better.’) She flung open the hall’s main doors and let in a Force Six.


‘The hall was aligned on that castle. You see?’


And there in the distance, perfectly framed in the doorway for the delight of the head of the table, was Mucklabery Castle, a little one-up, one-down folly perched on the horizon.


We went from room to room, along corridors, through a conservatory of silk bay trees and silicon-injected bonsai from China, passing half-tester beds and twenty-three cases of stuffed birds. Glass-eyed owls, golden eagles, sea eagles, king eiders and a dusty flock of others stared at us. They had all been shot on Vaila and, not surprisingly, many of the species represented were now rare, or had vanished.


It was all typically Victorian, as Dorotta admitted, and so vulgar. But what struck me most was how un-Wooj it had to be. Perhaps this was its appeal, a counter-reaction to communism, a nostalgia for lost days in Belarus.


As Freddy and I walked down to the boat, a large fawn otter loped in a leisurely undulating rhythm from the sea towards the Hall. Perhaps it was just curiosity, or the novelty of London money, but life was returning to Vaila.
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Bobby


I met Bobby on my way to Cro Geo. He was 44, a fish-farm worker. The night the Braer came ashore, Bobby went out for a stroll before bed. He smelled oil in the air and feared the worst. Back in the house, the phone rang. It was a friend who owned a fish farm.


‘It’s all over,’ the friend said. His voice was limp with emotion. ‘This place is fucked.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘Can you not smell the oil? … it’s coming in here. I tell you, this coast’s fucked.’


Bobby said he sat down and cried. ‘Everything I grew up with … the beach, the sea, the birds, the fishing … everything I held dear, I saw finished.’


He was afraid to look out the next morning.
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Braer


Cro Geo was awash with the pink and yellow heads of thrift and buttercups. Its grass looked verdant but, six months after

Braer Day, cows were still banished from grazing there. Below the crags the green and white bow of the wreck protruded above the water and trailed a broken rope which swayed in the tide. Like any corpse, the sight of it sent a shiver down the spine of the living.


A unique feature of this spill was the way the wind lifted the oil from the water and carried it across the land. Houses were coated, fields turned slimy and roads had to be sanded. The smell of oil was oppressive. People developed sore throats and for days no one could open their windows. Worst of all were the uncertainty, and the rumours: that the sheep would be poisoned, the birds smothered, the grass choked, the wild flowers destroyed.


Before the Second World War, Shetland (along with Norway) was one of the poorest and most neglected men in Europe. The realisation that Shetland was of strategic importance initiated the first phase of modernisation. The discovery of the Brent field by Shell/Esso in 1972 heralded the second and more important phase of material benefit.


If the oil companies hoped the forerunner of the Shetland Isles Council would prove a soft bargaining partner, they were confounded by the County Clerk. So skilful a negotiator did Mr Ian Clark turn out to be that SIC did very nicely out of the deal, and Mr Clark was subsequently snapped up by the oil industry and his talents employed on its behalf in future.


Today the SIC has £300 million in its Trust Fund, and £7 million is added annually from revenues levied at Sullom Voe. It is the second smallest local council in Britain, but easily the richest. Poll Tax was charged at a flat rate of £1. Pensioners travel free on SIC transport and receive a Christmas bonus of £200. Every community on the three main islands is within easy reach of a multi-million-pound leisure centre, complete with real palm tree growing by the pool. But there had been hidden costs.


‘Oil has made us greedy,’ admitted Bobby. ‘Lerwick’s wanting a bigger and better pool. It’ll cost twelve million, but so what? … what’s twelve million to SIC! Piece o’piss! That’s what we think. You see brand new halls all over the place. Many are hardly used. The novelty’s worn off. We’ve got better roads but now more people use them to go to Lerwick to shop and work. Oil brought sixteen hundred jobs, but we had full employment before, so it’s the traditional fishing, farming and knitting that’ve lost out. The woollen industry’s crying out for knitters …’. And there was the cost of oil spills.


The Braer disaster proved much less dire than had been feared. Just a quarter of a mile from an asphalt road and less than six miles from Sumburgh Airport where the rescue helicopter was based, the ship could scarcely have found a more convenient location to wreck itself. The oil was a light crude, and the storm which drove the ship ashore raged for a further five days and proved the most effective dispersant. Rain gradually washed the slime from the fields. Contaminated birds counted remarkably few. The grass grew, wild flowers returned and sheep failed to perish.


But there were casualties. Approximately 600,000 tainted salmon were slaughtered and the fate of 2 million more still hung in the balance. The real cost of the Braer is the lost trade to the tourist, shellfish and salmon-farming industries through the erroneous perception that Shetland no longer represents ‘clean water, fresh food’.


I left Cro Geo and cycled to the southern tip of the Shetland archipelago, to Sumburgh, where I hoped to accompany Oscar Charlie on one of his rescue sorties. Above the cliffs at Sumburgh Head I came across a girl knitting in a Land Rover. From her seat she could peer into a powerful telescope and operate the controls of a rotating antenna. She was knitting one, purling one, and prying into the lives of razorbills, or cooter-nebs as Shetlanders called them. A select group had been fitted with transmitters which fed back to her their personal details. By chance, she said, a comprehensive three-year study of this area’s birdlife had been completed shortly before the Braer sank. She was part of a team from Glasgow University’s Department of Zoology undertaking a follow-up study. To everyone’s surprise there appeared to be no ill-effects resulting from the oil spill. Even the sand eels, which three years earlier had been scarce, were more plentiful. Her cooter-nebs were doing just fine.


A large tanker crawled across the horizon, bringing back the image of Captain Anderson touching wood. And another image followed, a picture Bobby had stuck in his album. ‘I love this picture,’ he said. It was a press shot of the first eider ducks being released after their clean-up, their wings outstretched as they ran to the sea. ‘I know that sense of relief.’
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Oscar Charlie


Oscar Charlie weighed 10 tons and looked the sort of creature that might have been responsible for excreting peat across the land. He was 20 years old but all his parts were replaceable, and indeed, had been replaced, and he was expected to have an indefinite lifespan. Wanting nothing but vast amounts of paraffin, he could fly on his own, bristled with acronyms of clever equipment and enjoyed a prestigious replacement value of £5 million.


Oscar Charlie was the call sign of Bristow’s dedicated Search And Rescue helicopter which was under contract to HM Coastguard. Sumburgh, Stornoway and the Solent were the three places in the British Isles where such contracts operated, for these were gaps in the network of cover provided by the RAF. Each day, where possible, the crews were required to complete an hour of training to keep their skills honed, and I had been told they were always on the look-out for rescue guinea pigs.


My informant spoke from personal experience. He was a surgeon in Lerwick, performing everything from major operations to routine prostates, and picking glass out of backsides (this, he elaborated, was the common Hogmanay malaise, caused by unintentional collapse with a whisky bottle in a rear trouser pocket). Occasionally Oscar Charlie took him out on simulated rescues. On one such practice he had been put in a survival suit and deposited somewhere in the North Sea. The helicopter had flown off out of sight and then returned to look for him.


The point of the exercise had been to test Oscar Charlie’s FLIR, one of the cleverest gadgets aboard. An eyeball under the helicopter’s fuselage was the all-seeing camera of the Forward Looking Infra Red system. Irrespective of lightness or darkness, it could detect the heat of a human head bobbing on the surface of the sea up to a quarter of a mile away. Seal heads, seagulls, cooter-nebs … all were discernible to FLIR, and as long as an object was at least half a degree centigrade warmer than the sea, it could reproduce its shape on a VDU inside Oscar Charlie.
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