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ONE



On Approaching Uninhabited Islands


The garden was dry and sandy, with Scots pines and a view of the sea. An odd sort of rock circle within the trees was a ‘Roman camp’, my cousin told me. Every day was some kind of adventure: digging quartz crystals out of the cliff, descending into sea caves, capsizing in a tiny blow-up rubber raft. In the evenings, my father read to us before bed, something he only did on holiday as all of us could now read ourselves. I was seven years old, my sisters nine and five. The book he was reading was Swallows and Amazons. I was used to Enid Blyton; this book was different and much more realistic though ostensibly the same genre: four or five kids have a big adventure and outwit the adults along the way. But in this book, by a man called Arthur Ransome, the children had skills and they knew things I didn’t, things like sailing and rowing and lighting fires. This book opened up an entire world of competence I had only dimly perceived before. A whole world of freedom to go places alone, without adults, to the most exciting sort of places … islands.


Who doesn’t have a thing about islands? From Arthur Ransome and Enid Blyton via Robinson Crusoe (Defoe’s original as well as the 1960s Franco-German TV series starring Robert Hoffmann), Lord of the Flies, Mutiny on the Bounty, not to mention Tracy Island in Thunderbirds and, later, Papillon, Cast Away and even that Bear Grylls series where regular folk tried to be desert island survivors. Islands are just the best and most concentrated form that adventure can take – as long as they are small enough and uninhabited enough.


And the Lake District is full of small islands. Islands that I ended up thinking about in forty years of visiting the place while never once setting foot on one. By 2021, I had done my share of Wainwrights and obscure fells, I had camped and climbed certain classic rock routes. I’d spent New Year’s Eve getting lost in a snowstorm on Sty Head pass, but I’d never swum, paddled or sailed to one of the thirty-six islands in the Lake District.


So the mission was simple: visit these thirty-six islands before it got too cold and miserable or another lockdown happened. I had in my mind a plan to camp on quite a few, which I knew even without checking was strictly verboten. Going in the summer and autumn would provide the best chance of good leaf cover; a bare winter island is a bad place to hide out on.


Which brings me to the next thing, the subtext of the whole escapade. On the surface I was travelling about admiring the many islands of the Lake District, noting birds and nature and other such fine things. But beneath the surface, in the liminal zone where the low tide of the unconscious reveals itself through the strange flotsam that it leaves on the shore, where urges are given incomplete explanations, there, I was on a mission to find a potential bolthole come the next disaster after Covid. Possibly a nuclear exchange courtesy of a misunderstanding in western Ukraine? I didn’t know. But the unconscious knew; it knew that a deserted island in the middle of a lake, possibly full of fish, might well be a good place to hunker down while the apocalypse played out. So, on the one hand it was about a jolly jaunt around the summer isles of Cumbria, while on the other Mr Hyde was looking for a bucolic bunker to hide away in. Escape. Which I have been doing for most of my adult life in one form or another, just not from anything as potentially disastrous as a societal meltdown.


I’m a travel writer who has mainly written about journeying abroad. But my last book, Walking the Great North Line, took me up a dead straight route from the south coast to Northumberland, through forty or more ancient sites. I’d walked the whole way and learnt: a) most of England consists of green fields with nothing in them; b) people are 98 per cent friendly; c) stealth camping is stressful unless you have a buddy; d) there are still discoveries to be made; e) incongruity and weirdness are everywhere, including where you least expect to find them; f) our preferences don’t really change, but the reasons and alibis we provide do; and, g) Derbyshire is the banter capital of the UK.


I was quite late in singling out these particular islands for special attention; Wordsworth in his excellent and still pertinent Guide to the Lakes of 1835 wrote: ‘The lakes had now become celebrated; visitors flocked hither from all parts of England; the fancies of some were so smitten that they became settlers; and the islands of Derwentwater and Winandermere, as they offered the strongest temptation, were the first places seized upon, and were instantly defaced by the intrusion.’


How you manage the tourists – the defacers (excluding oneself in such considerations, of course) – in your head as much as on the narrow C-roads and in the carpark, is important. In Arthur Ransome’s books they are simply redesignated ‘natives’ and ignored, made invisible as natives were made invisible throughout the British Empire (though Arthur is in no way a conventional imperialist). It was a masterstroke that returned the Lake District to its true role: a backdrop to whatever fantasy we should choose to project upon it.


So important mission manuals or guidebooks for me would naturally include Ransome’s Lake District books for children, especially Swallows and Amazons, which is the one with the most islands in, including Wild Cat Island, the place I most wanted to visit; a place that occupied for me, I felt, the same emotional location that a much loved movie or pop star does for people who grew up fantasising about films and music, which I didn’t.


After all, who could ever forget, once read, the famous telegram that kicks off Swallows and Amazons? I’d even used it as a guide for bringing my own kids up (with inconclusive results): ‘BETTER DROWNED THAN DUFFERS IF NOT DUFFERS WONT DROWN.’


But now I was really going to go there, certain thoughts crowded in: did I need a wetsuit? And what kind, if any, of buoyancy aid? And was I, heaven forbid, perhaps a duffer who might drown? I had made long trips by canoe in Canada, but that was years ago. And I had always been especially cautious about lake paddling, having read a sufficiently large number of accounts of people who had drowned when trying to swim the distance from their capsized boats to dry land. Ransome’s best friend from school died after just such an incident on Lake Windermere, in a boat Ransome had advised him to buy …


I would start and finish with the islands, with their undeniable allure and endless metaphorical potential. Bound up with islands is the life of Arthur Ransome, the subject of three major biographies, the best two being Hugh Brogan’s The Life of Arthur Ransome and Roland Chambers’ The Last Englishman. Chambers has the advantage of never having loved Arthur as a minor god, a mentor, as I did and Brogan evidently did too. Brogan’s can be read as a loving indictment of Ransome as a charming man, a narcissist, and a man who never really grew up.* I recognise the Ransome I loved so much when I read the books, but I see his faults too. But on reading Chambers, you realise he was also a rather silly man and your tolerance turns to derision. In other words, you begin to rebel against your first teacher, mentor, father.


When you write a book it’s good to have some unresolved and real questions you want to answer hanging over you as a sort of motor to keep you going. This can’t be the main question posed by the book, to which you usually already know the answer (hence gaining the confidence of publishers, etc.). The object is not to find an argument to support one side or the other, which is what you do when you have already decided something, but instead to genuinely meander and mosey about, trying to get a perspective, a good look at the question. When you’ve had a long enough look the answer is usually obvious.*


One thing I decided to ponder upon was the notion of reaching a fork in the path of life. When and where do we meet them? Why are some irreversible (or seemingly so) and others mere happy diversions before we are back on the main route again?


One fork we encounter in middle age is the decision to either be more open and tolerant of others, or more closed and set in our ways. Put so baldly, it seems bleeding obvious that option one is the only choice. But it isn’t that simple. In the following book I hope to explain to myself why some don’t choose it and also how the fork is more like ivy or some kind of deciduous creeper that keeps coming back; that you have to keep clearing it away, it’s not like chopping down a tree, and it is the nature of the fork and its gritty everyday tenacious reality that makes it much harder to deal with than the theory suggests.


Another question, not really related at all to that of the forks in life, but one that seems to hover above the writing of Swallows and Amazons itself, is just how much of a pirate can we be in modern life? The billionaire founder of the Oracle software company, Larry Ellison, uses ‘being a pirate’ as an existential prod in his business life and indeed enjoins his employees to be piratical too. Having been involved in corporate training with that company, I can safely say piracy is pretty thin among the executive ranks that I encountered, who seem more interested in pay, promotion and early retirement than rum, gold and adventure on the high seas. However, anyone who sided with Nancy Blackett against staid Cap’n John in Swallows and Amazons must still have a lingering desire to be a bit of a pirate from time to time.* The question is, how much and when?


One of my best Lake District experiences was a family holiday when I was eighteen. We stayed at Loweswater, one of the less frequently visited lakes in the western side of the area. We rowed around the lake in an old boat and even landed on the lake’s one micro-island, which was very close to the shore. Yet when I looked at the detailed OS map I couldn’t see this island. Had I imagined the whole endeavour? Maybe we’d just landed on the far shore and it had felt like landing on an island to me, who had yet to become a connoisseur of island landing.


It seemed to me a further interesting angle of exploration involved looking at how we approach uninhabited islands. I don’t just mean the methodology, I mean the whole psychological experience. Approaching an inhabited island is one thing – you bring a whole boatload of presuppositions and received opinions with you, bulky as a hogshead of rum and a bundle of oakum. But what of the uninhabited islands, what resources do you have then? Or perhaps I just mean unvisited islands, the ones that we know nothing about. Until we land there.





* One characteristic of the narcissist is the nursing of a grievance. And for Arthur that grievance turned around the ‘theft’ of his library by his ex-wife. For Arthur really isn’t a scholar, someone who can use any public or institutional library as if it were his own; he is a childlike collector of books. I had seen this in others and their desire for books as objects, talismanic rather than functional, status symbols for those who doubt their own intellectual prowess but have observed and admired people who have such prowess. A library is seen as the tool they too need, the bit of kit that will win them the same attention. Ransome is very unlike the simple characters he portrays in his books …


* Perhaps mirroring the old adage that any problem is easily solved if it is defined clearly enough.


* You have to hand it to Ransome in giving the pirate roles to women – not just Nancy and Peggy, but also, later, Missee Lee in the tenth book in the series.
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TWO



How It’s Done


Lake: Haweswater, 57 metres deep, 6.7 kilometres long, 3.91 square kilometres.


Island: Wood Howe


I typed the lake’s name and left it there as inspiration. Haweswater, maybe because of its homophone ‘whore’s water’, or maybe because it has a buried tragedy in its past, or rather a flooded tragedy, well, the name alone seems to ring out and have its own special resonance in a way that the names of Windermere and Elterwater don’t.


There were good reasons for starting here, both the journey and now the writing about the journey, after a long season of doubts and fitful sleeps and illnesses and deaths and flooding and high winds – all things you might expect in a region of lakes and mountains, but still I wasn’t that ready for it. But if there is one thing I have learnt, it is this: there’s never a perfect time. Never a perfect time to start, set off, begin or depart, return, come home, settle in. The notion of the perfect time and the perfect place and the perfect pal or perfect husband or perfect wife are all terrible dead weights that everyone must learn to jettison before they even attempt to rise on the delicate thermal currents of upper air that are there to help all of us, if we only learn to feel the lightest of breezes. I faffed around with titles and chapters and discovered Ransome wrote twelve books in the Swallows and Amazons series – and that there are twelve lakes with islands in the Lake District and I had roughed out twelve chapters. Good omens!


DROWNED


Back to the start. The heart of it:


BETTER DROWNED THAN DUFFERS IF NOT DUFFERS WONT DROWN.


Faithfully rendered in caps in proper telegram style, this was a message from the children’s navy captain father (who we never meet) in Swallows and Amazons. The four Walker children are impatiently awaiting permission to camp on the island in the lake. If they can’t go to the island the holiday will be spoilt – that’s obvious. The children range in age from seven to twelve. Any child who can conceive of such an adventure should be trusted, should be given permission. Only children who inherit adventures, who are along for the ride, should be given a short rein. They haven’t earnt it.


But will the Walker children’s dad allow unsupervised sailing and swimming, even in the 1930s? When the cryptic (well, not that cryptic) answer comes, the youngest, Roger, doesn’t get it. ‘I think it means yes,’ says Titty (and we’ll get to her name later). So they set out – and thus begins one of the greatest series of children’s novels ever written.


And it all starts with the desire to camp on an island.


Gosh, now we’re really rushing, and I have so much to say too about Robinson Crusoe and the book of the Islamic philosopher Ibn Tufail that inspired it or at least preceded it, about island literature in general and so on and so forth. But already I can feel myself heading towards the idea of off-grid escape that I mentioned earlier.


In my off-grid fantasy, before I even knew much about Haweswater, I had in mind a wooded ravine of water ringed by conifers and a high chain-link fence I’d need to climb to get in. I’d do it at night, so that the driver of the occasional utilities company pick-up that crunched along the gravel access roads would not see me. I would swim to the island, maybe wearing a black wetsuit and towing a black inflatable with my gear inside it. The weather was always warm, clement. There was no hint of rain or high wind – the usual backdrop of the great outdoors.


The good weather, in Britain, is like a half-term holiday: welcome, looked forward to and over all too quickly. You’re always ‘lucky with the weather’ when it’s sunny. When it rains a bit, is cloudy and a bit chilly, you’re not unlucky – it’s just what is expected. And walking in cold weather is pleasant. When it’s too hot you get sweaty and need to rehydrate all the time. But visiting islands by canoe or sailing boat or rubber raft and dipping your hands in the cooling water, and drinking that water, and splashing around in it on the sandy beach – well, it can never be too warm for that. So in my fantasy it was always warm, clement.


Anyway, given this image of escape, Haweswater had to be the first place I visited. It’s one of the more remote lakes, which was dammed and given an extra ninety-five feet* of depth after 1929 (the reservoir was full by the mid-1930s). In length, it grew from two miles to three and a half. It is strongly walled along the single C-road that runs its length and there is wire on top of the wall. United Utilities signs warn against swimming, camping and any form of ingress other than via the single bridle path on the opposite bank.


It is a steep-sided lake, where forty-five-degree slopes of gravel and rock dip into the very deep and cold-looking stripe of water. Conifer woods surround much of it, so dense they topple over onto the slopes that are left behind when the reservoir runs low. The toppling, commercially planted trees are like shark teeth – expendable, constantly being pushed forward, replaced, eating away at the lake’s edge, which is being eroded by the water going up and down. The very nature of its being a reservoir, with its cyclical emptying and filling, brings a hidden aggression to the lake, an omnivorous quality; it becomes like all extractive enterprises: ugly on some profound level, a case of aggression caged by necessity … What should be a beautiful shoreline isn’t; these are less beaches than ‘tide marks’, as Wainwright puts it so very well. Pink and grey and beige, these are the recording strata of extraction and replenishment.


At the south end is Wood Howe, a fine wooded island.


In the process of making Haweswater into a reservoir for Manchester (and currently it still supplies 25 per cent of the population of the North West), a hamlet and the village of Mardale were drowned, including the church and graveyard – the bodies all dug up and moved to nearby Shap. The church tower and all the other village buildings were knocked down and some of the stone used in making the dam, a new kind with many buttresses. But they left the dry stone walls of the fields, which you can see when the reservoir is low, as it was on all my visits to the place.


I had read in W.G. Collingwood’s book The Lake Counties that ‘at Mardale you can see the old Lake District with few modern improvements. Indeed it is less populous than formerly; several houses, once inhabited have fallen into ruins, for nowadays the little farm, which just supported a family of the old type, does not pay …’* Perhaps it was this decline (temporary, of course – a house in Mardale, if it still existed, would now go for half a million pounds) that tempted the Manchester Corporation to level the place. Collingwood adds in the 1932 edition of his book, ‘it is certain that the damage is done and cannot be undone, though at present the work is in abeyance.’ He was wrong: the dam was filled and working by the end of the decade.


Collingwood had been the nineteenth-century polymath John Ruskin’s secretary. He was an artist, author and father to the philosopher R.G. Collingwood, whose work I first came across by chance in the PPE reading room at Oxford, probably after a nap (libraries always send me to sleep) – a philosopher who made the simple but very clever observation that instead of focusing on any statement someone makes, we should backtrack to the question presupposed by that statement. What is the unasked question they are attempting to answer? And this idea has remained with me all my life (unlike the theories of Hobbes and Locke that I had to bone up on for finals).* You’ve seen me using it already in these pages. So by some curious alchemy, by finding by complete chance an author who was intimately connected to the major influence of my younger years, I was experiencing some kind of destiny, or perhaps had entered an alternative universe and was now living a vicarious rerun of Ransome’s own life!


I’ll leave that thought hanging for a moment, but let’s return to the Collingwood family, who were hugely important to Arthur Ransome (including Robin and the daughters of W.G.); indeed, he claimed he would never have been a writer but for meeting W.G. Collingwood by chance in the Lake District when he was nineteen. Knowing Collingwood changed his life completely.


And he changed mine too, in my own humble way, because if I had not been asleep in the library and woken in a blurry, half-bored way and reached out for a random book on a shelf, I would never have discovered his son R.G. Collingwood (who is now much better known as a historian of Roman Britain, despite being the Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy). I would not have then embarked on a mammoth reading of all of his works, which resulted in my agreeing to give a talk on the subject to a nascent philosophical society in Oxford, on which I reneged owing to a perceived insult not even directed at me but a friend, which caused a fellow student not to talk to me for three decades. But then, oddly enough, thirty years on, the same fellow student forgave me for failing to turn up at the allotted time at his society and now we are on pretty good terms. And a person you have angered who then forgives you is a solid friend. A fork had been retrieved!


So the Collingwood magic was there, albeit in diluted form. And since Ransome was so instrumental in igniting my love of the Lake District, and since the Collingwood grandchildren were the models for the children in Swallows and Amazons, I was keen to nourish any other Collingwood connections I could find.


DAMMED


Although an ideal example of somewhere untouristy and utilitarian and a bit edgelandish, Haweswater reservoir was also, I had to face it, a tad ugly. I could see all this now as I looked down on it. The water was low: too many thirsty people in Manchester and not enough rain. The revealed land had the mud-slapped, drear look of flood damage. With dry stone walls.


Why did they leave the walls and not the buildings? Why did they have to unleash their violence on destroying the church and its tower? Unburying the dead – well, I understand that. People want to visit the graves of their ancestors. But knocking down, systematically, all the old buildings? The stone, they said, would be used for the dam, and much of it was. But why leave the walls?


After several visits to Haweswater I started to think the idea of destroying every remnant of the village’s human existence, its dwellings, was part of the programme of erasure of which the dam was just one small example. The city of Manchester needed water, so take it from the hills, the pristine wilderness. It was a challenge, too; the heyday of damming was in the twentieth century, just as it was the heyday of massive wars of destruction. Damming is an aggressive act. A small dam is a micro-aggression, easy to live with. But a big dam causes problems. Yes, I have an odd relationship with dams.


They seem to me to be harbingers not of life, but of anti-life, doom, gloom, silence, dripping death. I don’t quite know why. Is it all that power tied up behind a manmade wall? Is it the potential for utter destruction both created by and put on hold by hubristic man? If a nuclear bomb is a weapon of mass destruction, a dam is an artefact of potential mass destruction. Ah yes, the Dam Busters – look at the damage they caused. The footage of a blown dam, the sheer unbelievable forces of nature unleashed by millions of gallons of suddenly freed water … well, go on YouTube and have a look. It’s mind-numbing.


A dam is like a bunker for water. And a bunker is where you hide from disaster.


I was looking for an island that would serve the same purpose.


Back to the walls. They loomed up out of the receding mud, worn down and silted up. The walls remained because presumably there was enough stone for the dam in the levelled buildings (though much material was brought in too). They serve to remind us of the fields that are now underwater. Fields can be empty, they don’t imply human content or involvement. Or history, really. If you want to erase history, you tear down the homes of human beings.


When the dam was built, shortly after the First World War, history – which had led inexorably up to that war – simply didn’t make sense anymore. I mean the Western project of history as a movement towards greater enlightenment and greater good sense. Either you made sense of the First World War as a last-ditch battle against the evil tribe called Hun, or you viewed it as a catastrophic losing of the plot. Either way, history needed to be erased, and what better way than by building new towns, dams, motorways and aerodromes?


Imagine a church tower peeking above the lake’s surface whenever the water level dropped, like it did now. How intriguing that would be, but also how messy. Maybe people would want to dive and explore the old houses. Underwater urbex. They’d also be reminded, constantly, of the crime that was being committed to make the reservoir. That a village was destroyed by a private act of parliament to supply water to a giant city far away.


Without modern methods it’s harder to erase history. People have tried in the past. Genghis Khan destroyed Balkh and the intricate underground water supply system on which the city was able to thrive. The system has never been rebuilt and Balkh has remained a shadow of its former self ever since. But the ruins, according to the fourteenth-century scholar and explorer Ibn Battuta, were so strongly made they gave the illusion of being inhabited. Muhammad Ali, ruler of Egypt in the early nineteenth century, was famously only persuaded not to deconstruct the pyramids because it would cost more than transporting stone from riverside quarries. Oh, and he was building a dam at the time too – the first across the Nile at the head of the delta.


People have always wanted to destroy the past to make their mark on the future. Knock down monuments to build something better – perhaps in the form of a functional monument called a dam. But dams are not like pyramids and castles and old forts: they mess with nature. They muck up the planet.


But, boy, are they fun to build. The sheer joy of watching that water inch higher and higher: damming streams was one of my great pleasures as a child. But we always ended the play with tearing the dam down, returning things to normal.


In his classic work Homo Ludens, Dutch historian Johan Huizinga shows that the madness of modern life can be read as play that simply got out of hand. The rightful use of a steam turbine is, as the mathematician Hero demonstrated in first-century Alexandria, a child’s toy, a lovely distraction. Harnessing that power is either a gamble (and from our modern perspective, brave and farsighted) or (from the Greek perspective) a colossal failure of judgement. Obviously, it would be absurd to condemn all progress, but progress of a certain technological kind, the kind that can quite easily lead to disaster, mayhem, dynamite, atomic bombs is pursued by people blinded, optimistic, greedy but still eager to play. The kind who ruin a Monopoly game through their sheer fanaticism, their unwillingness to see it’s all … just a game. Though the English pride themselves on their sense of humour, they treat ‘progress’ as something beyond a joke. And yet we all believe there is some sort of link between good humour and good judgement (as we’ll see later, this was how Ransome judged Lenin), but I think this misses out a link: the incongruous.* Good judgement requires an eye for the incongruous, and a lot of – but not all – humour revolves around seeing incongruities and calling them out.*


Whether you call out the madness or not is another fork in the path. Which is why we return to childhood. Which is why we look at our own childhood selves for guidance. Who hasn’t said, ‘I certainly didn’t imagine I’d be doing this when I was a kid’? Which usually means being a lawyer or a tax inspector – careers that most children show a healthy aversion for. The use of childhood as a benchmark for honesty and clear-sightedness remains. That this is a romanticism doesn’t seem to dent its appeal.


Childhood means a pristine state of self. What we apprehend in childhood is without the filters of societal pressure and coercion. Our real selves, we fondly think.
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LOST ISLANDS


I arrived at Haweswater at midnight after a long wet drive from the south. I travelled the new road along its southern shore, constructed in the 1930s to replace the old road on the northern shore. I passed the dark and silent Haweswater Hotel, which has something remote and of The Shining about it, a replacement for the drowned Dun Bull Inn on the old north shore. A posh hotel replaces an ancient pub, still posh-ish. Again, the centralising effect of the dam, and of all centralising moves, is to overly concentrate power and wealth. Not much good comes of it.


And where to park? Which is the modern mantra of the Lakes, especially in these just post-Covid times with the place inundated with tourists in their camper wagons and bloated SUVs. I hove into an old quarry and slept till dawn.


I woke and brewed coffee on the gravelly quarry floor, next to a puddle. I was new to the crouching that is such a part of camping. I’d been locked up at home, sensible, fearful and wary, like everyone else. Sitting in chairs and looking out the window. Not much crouching. With my steaming coffee I looked over the well-built wall that surrounded Haweswater. All I could see was mist, and I could feel it too, tangible, damp, condensing on my scarf. All I could hear was the charging, distantly troubling roar of streams entering into the lake.


My aim, Haweswater’s one island, is called Wood Howe. A ‘howe’ is a tumulus or barrow, though just as likely now to mean a hill. Perhaps in many centuries past it was a hill with a barrow or grave upon it. Wood Howe was the tallest hill in the surrounding area of Mardale village and as such couldn’t be ignored. You couldn’t tear it down like the church, or transplant it like the graves in the cemetery. You had to leave it there as a reminder that man can never make the world perfect and when he tries he always fails. The island makes the almost ugly, scoured, emptying reservoir look sweet again. And all water looks marvellous with morning mist upon it. But I’m getting ahead of myself because at that moment the morning mist was everywhere still and I couldn’t see a thing.


My first island was not an ancient geological feature of the landscape. It was only eighty-five years old. It was less an island than an ex-hill. But it was a perfect introduction because islands are never permanent, they are always changing. They are the bellwether of our lands, our existence, in the same way that the sinking of the Marshall Islands in Micronesia signals a sea-level rise and perhaps the first disastrous effects of climate change.* Islands are outliers by virtue of their very nature and we can scry our future in them better than we can in our crowded continents and teeming cities. I was learning that islands are either becoming or disappearing. I could hardly wait.


I was so excited my hands were shaking as I loaded my rucksack with a lightweight packraft, paddles that broke down into sections, wetsuit and lifejacket. A packraft looks like a child’s beach toy, a bright yellow raft of tiny dimensions. But closer inspection reveals it is more like those escape rafts in which downed pilots are sometimes found (sometimes alive, sometimes as mere skeletons in a baggy flying suit and life preserver) with an enlarged bump at the back to balance the bottom-heavy weight of the paddler’s bottom. I had never used mine despite owning it for about five years. It had been rolled up, unused, a gift to myself (they are pricey for what they are). After two years of it lying there, I blew it up and was surprised at how well made it was and how natty the inflation system was.


A large cloth bag is attached to the boat via a hole about an inch in diameter. There is therefore none of that annoying resistance a normal valve gives. The raft makers cunningly realised that you can pretty much fill a raft with low-pressure air and the structure of the raft will hold it in place. So this big bag, which you fill with air and then squeeze manually into the raft, works very quickly to inflate the packraft. As the air very gently leaks out of the hole left when the bag is removed (the pressure being so low), you then secure it with a tight-fitting cap. You can then top up the raft through a blow-up pipe, rather like blowing up a sleeping mat. Because the airbag has done all the heavy lifting, it only takes a few puffs to make the raft as tight as a drum and as light as a beach ball (it weighs about 1.5 kilos, but spread out over a 1.5 metre by 1 metre shape it feels almost weightless).


One of the things I have grown to love about the packraft is the fact that it’s pretty childish. Just like a mountain bike is. There’s nothing ‘adult’ about it, unlike a sleek motorboat or a chunky Range Rover. Of course, it’s no guarantee that you’ll remain childlike and playful when you use these things, but it’s a start. As you get older you’re faced with the stark choice of getting grumpier and less playful and less curious about the world and more fearful or … the opposite.


In any case, boats were needed for this mission, so boats will get their due. Yes, I came to love that packraft over time, but on this, its first outing, I was nervous.


The best place to launch was down below The Rigg, a high nose of land covered with hundred-year-old conifers. The track up ran around the north side of the lake. I pounded up it, fuelled by adrenaline. Would I be seen from the opposite bank? Would I be stopped?


I was glad to be using a map again, the trusty 2½ inch. There are four that pretty much cover the Lake District (though the S.E. map cuts off Blake Holme island, one of the models for Arthur Ransome’s Wild Cat Island). Good navigators can usually get by with the old 1 inch map (or 1:50,000, as it is now) but I have always preferred the greater detail of the 2½ inch. I had borrowed the maps from my father and was glad to see one dated to 1974 – perhaps the first time we visited the Lakes. The newest was from 1980, over forty years out of date. I can safely say nothing significant had changed, including the campsites and carparks. Using out of date maps is much more fun than using Google or anything up to the minute. For a start, you have to use your discretion and decide to navigate using whatever features are likely to have remained unchanged. You need to be a bit careful with woodland (which can be chopped down or fully regrown in a span of fifty years) but rivers, old buildings, mountains – they stay the same.






[image: image]






Off the main trail and into the woodland of The Rigg. The high spruce had been thinned out and almost immediately I came across a fire circle made from stones lifted from an ancient dry stone wall running alongside the path. And a bit further on, another fire, or the remains of one. And the hated insult of a knotted and discarded dog-shit bag. I had thought Haweswater remote, likely to be overlooked by the summer hordes (and double that for the last two years of stay-at-home holidaying) but I was wrong. Well, here at least I was wrong. What about the island?


It was a steep and tricky climb over fallen logs as I descended to the rocky beach. Breaking out from under the trees I saw that as the lake dropped another island was revealed, a triangular shape of graded stones that joined the main Wood Howe. The gap to the new island was about forty feet across, maybe less.


I wound through collapsed and fallen remains of stone walls and the lower shapes of compounds, huts and maybe houses. Rusty and weed-strewn was a winch, standing useless on the mud. It was the kind of winch I had seen used on beaches to pull boats ashore. In former times Haweswater was known for its angling, and to boil sometimes with ‘schelly’, a salmonid fish that Wordsworth called a ‘sort of freshwater herring’.* Nets were used to haul it ashore. There are also Arctic char – one of the rarer fish in Britain. When Wordsworth, in his Guide to the Lakes, talks of men fishing with nets and seeing great shoals of chevin (chub) passing under a bridge you get the impression that there were a lot more fish and a lot more fishermen than today.


The mist was rising slowly. I could now see clearly the wooded island and the mass of newly revealed gravel attached to it. All I had to do was blow up my boat and go for it.


But never having used the boat, I wondered if it would work properly. And made fearful by the United Utilities signs in the carpark that suggested you’d freeze to death within minutes of falling in the water or going swimming, I began to reason my way out of actually making a visit. ‘This is reconnaissance,’ I told myself and felt bad about my lack of nerve.
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