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The Watch Stone, Stennes, Orkney
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Storr Mountain and Loch Leathan, Skye
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INTRODUCTION


THE ISLANDS OF LONGING



What is it about islands that appeals to us? Why do they assume an aura of ‘otherness’ just because we have to cross water to get to them? Over and above the fact that we are an island nation, the attraction of islands is more deep-seated than we care to imagine. The marine biologist Dr Wallace J Nichols offers an answer in his ‘Blue Mind’ theory (www.blueminding.com/blue-mind), the surprising science that shows there are numerous cognitive and emotional benefits from being near water, making people ‘happier, healthier, more connected and better at what you do’. When you see water, when you hear water, it triggers a response in your brain that you’re in the right place’.


[image: A mountain stream flows through a rocky landscape with hills in the background.]

Brodick Country Park, Arran © National Trust for Scotland



And nowhere is that more true than among the islands of Scotland. They offer the patient and diligent explorer precious moments set against a backdrop of daunting scenery and human tragedy, from sea-smashed coastlines to tell-tale ruins that mark the Highland (and other) Clearances. Even as recently as the 19th century, the islands of Scotland were seen as emerging from dark antiquity, an apposite notion marking the end of the centuries and millennia about which we know little and the beginning of the years about which we know or can confidently deduce substantially more. There are puzzles and enigma woven into tales of human endeavour and connectivity, for the people of the islands share a different life from the city dweller, one more attuned to Nature, of necessity flexible, imbued with communality of spirit and endeavour, where the constraints of insularity fashioned culture on a unique scale. It’s a hard life, living on the edge of the world. But there are times, too, when it’s a heart-warming joy.

[image: An aurora borealis over standing stones at night.]

Aurora rays over Stones of Stenness © David Wishart

Many visitors begin their personal island odyssey with a visit to one of the better-known islands, Skye, perhaps, or Mull, or Arran as many Glaswegians did in the heyday of the Clyde steamers. When you’ve been to one your mind inevitably turns to neighbouring and more distant islands. And why wouldn’t it? There is so much about islands that is beyond our daily lives, so much intricate complexity, so much ‘apartness’, so much that is not ‘commonplace’. Happily, the curious explorers will never labour for nourishment among Scotland’s islands, nor will they be sent away unrewarded. So perhaps it is ironic that it took a pandemic to awaken many to the beauties and secrets of Scotland’s islands. And not only to that but to the whimsical appeal that lies in supping a dram of the world’s finest malt whiskies in the very place it was distilled. Or in choosing a living lobster from a kitchen pot that 15 minutes later appears on your plate alongside scallops and langoustines fresh from the sea. Sit that alongside a history that is ancient and mysterious as much as it is bloody and shameful, and the result turns every exploration into an adventure, a call from the wild, a voyage of discovery.

Yet easy though it is to romanticise, to gloss over reality and look deeply only at the surface of things, everything is bound into a long, deep-rooted and living heritage that sees positive moves to save the Gaelic language (that’s ‘Gah-lic’, not ‘Gay-lic’) from extinction and a readiness to engage on the political journey of self-determination and cultural preservation that began with the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in the 1990s and a subsequent vote for devolution.


[image: A bird flying against a clear sky.]

Great skua (bonxie)



Island landscapes are Nature’s art; our role is to appreciate it, to be a witness. Eyes and ears and a receptive mind are the most valuable tools to bring with you, and patience, not least because the best way to understand a place is to watch and listen and be open-minded and intuitive about what you encounter. It’s a paradox that the art of travel lies in not travelling, in pausing for a while, using time to take it all in, to listen to the landscapes, engage with them. It’s a time thing. Stop to take a photograph, and all you get is a moment in time. Walk into a landscape and you are too close to get the bigger picture. But stop, sit, listen and wait, take no action towards it, and you’ll see the landscape change through its moods, its dark, its light, its life, and slowly you’ll acquire a tangible sense of connection.

That’s what you come for.


IMAGINE: Ephemeral light playful across blue-green crystal waters, tangy sea freshness in the air, sun-shadows rippling across tawny sands, eagles overhead and zipping sea birds skimming low across the swelling waves or dancing aerially on the updraughts of dark forbidding sea cliffs, taunting: ‘Can you do this?’.



How often does an explorer’s mind drift to such moments, cocooned in hopes of cameo scenes of beauty: gazing, wistfully, out to sea or across a craggy glen to indigo-hazed hills tugging at soft baggy cloudscapes? Within such dreams the islands of Scotland lie waiting. Chasing the dreams is a lifetime’s pursuit.

At first glance, there’s not a lot going on, until you stop, look and listen – a latter-day Green Cross Code that works well as a mantra. The longer you look, the more patient you are, the more you see. Once ‘in tune’, it becomes clear that there is no part of this island world that does not deliver; it has it all… for all. The secret lies less in searching for the particular and more in hanging around… waiting for otters to show up, watching the ubiquitous seals, taking in the swithering light and ever-changing sea-song, dodging the breeding-season Arctic terns and great skuas and taking in the skies and horizon-filling seas. You can consume countless hours reacquiring the lost skills of listening and being patient, allowing calm to unfold, but when the moment you’ve been waiting for comes, time spent waiting will be a wise investment.


[image: A bird with a beak and feet standing on a rock.]

Arctic tern © Brian Kille



What only slowly becomes evident is that these northerly island reaches have seasons that may be several weeks behind the southern parts of Britain. Spring, with its bounty of birdlife and floral displays, comes late and is unpredictable. Swallows are the first aerial sign of a coming summer as is the bright yellow lesser celandine, also known as pilewort because it is a traditional remedy for haemorrhoids. The gymnastics of new-born lambs are a common sight as late as June.


[image: A field of cotton plants with fluffy bolls.]

Bog cotton




[image: An otter lying on a pile of autumn leaves.]

Otter © Hazel McKay,




[image: A seal resting on a rock near the water.]

Common seal pup



Wildlife enthusiasts will find otter, orca, shark and dolphin, while birders run themselves ragged trying to pick up not only on the commonplace puffin, gannet, guillemot, razorbill, petrel and a host of gulls but the oddities that find their way to the islands – bar-headed goose and common crane on Orkney, red-spotted bluethroats on Shetland and other what-on-earth-are-they-doing-here species such as hoopoe, bee-eater and golden oriole.

Historians and family history researchers will unearth roots and stories they never knew about (and may not want to), graveyards host tales of the past, and foodies will feast on the finest and freshest fayre imaginable.

For my part, I began my island odyssey more than 55 years ago, exhausted and arriving too late on Skye to find accommodation and compelled to spend a night cramped in my dad’s Renault Dauphine on the shingle shore of Camas na Sgianadin. My mind, accustomed only to images of yellowhammer, skylark, dunnock and blue tit that populated (but no longer do) the now urbanised heathlands of my youthful south Lancashire home, knew little of birdlife outside that compass. As dawn light yawned and sunlight beamed on to the sea slopes of Scalpay, a heron, preceded by its vast shadow, flew directly over the car. For a moment I saw an airborne prehistoric beast, never seen in my parochial childhood years. It was from another world, a forbidding relic. And symbolic, as it turned out, for I was then entering another world myself.


[image: A great heron perched on a pine tree branch.]

Juvenile heron




[image: A deer with large antlers stands in tall grass on a hillside.]

Young red deer stag




[image: A view of clothes hanging on a line near a rocky beach, with a distant view of land and water.]

North Uist, drying day



That moment came to be my cosmic ‘Big Bang’, from which all else has flowed. Little did I know then where my years of island exploration would lead. Even now I remain uncertain about how many islands there are (even how many I have visited – I mean to keep records but lapse from paperwork at the merest provocation). In his excellent book, The Scottish Islands, the author, artist and yachtsman Hamish Haswell-Smith declared there were 163 islands of 40 hectares or more but excluded the Isle of Skye in that figure (though he did include it in the book) because it is linked by a bridge. He also lumped many of the Outer Hebridean islands as one because they are joined by causeways or bridges.

I decided that an island is a natural thing and doesn’t cease to be an island because of man’s meddling. Does it matter if you can walk across to an island at low tide or venture onto islands that are permanently linked by a sandy tombolo or a causeway? And does size matter? After all, you don’t get diamonds as big as bricks.

This book was conceived out of deep affection and a resolve, growing year by year, not to abandon to posterity yet the emotions my wife and I invested in a different book, The Magic of the Scottish Islands, published in 2002. Fifteen months of zipping around Scotland’s islands – which from our base in Lancashire was quite some zip – nurtured the seeds of island wonder first sown in the 1960s. Now it’s happened again; another zip. Maybe this book is a circle completing itself. Maybe it is because I suffer from that unique illness for which Jim Crumley, the pre-eminent Scottish nature writer, cultivated the word ‘islandness’, even though he himself found it difficult to define. Perhaps a clear definition is not needed; perhaps island-ness is too personal a notion, beyond objective labelling. Perhaps that’s no bad thing. Yet one thing is certain: island-ness? – you’ll know it when you meet it.

Serendipity has long been my companion; I like events to happen spontaneously, unannounced. So this book, which by no means visits all the islands, is meant to encourage you, the reader, to explore for yourself; it is an hors d’oeuvre if you like, offering a taste of what might be. Dip in and out of the pages, reflect on the images, and let them motivate you towards your own vision of island-ness. This is an island world of fairies, trowies, mermaids, water nymphs, witches, sea monsters, warrior women, legend, history and folklore. Throw that into the mix with landscapes, seascapes, skyscapes, flower-scapes, fauna-scapes and bird-scapes and the output is a reason as compelling as any to explore Scotland’s islands. But beware, once captivated by island magic you become a lost cause, an island-eer, an adventurer, an explorer.


[image: A cluster of flowers with stems.]

Sea pinks or thrift



I am often asked if I have a ‘favourite’ island. There is no answer that is wholly truthful. Each island, each island group, has idiosyncrasies, individuality, personalities (if I can be permitted to anthropomorphise) that render one different from the other. So I doubt that, for me, there can ever be a favourite. For sure, of Scotland’s islands one thing is certain above all else, they breed passionate longing, for certain among those born there, for whom the islands are ‘home’, but just as enthusiastically among visitors who come, are becharmed by island allure and leave yearning to return. Departing, after all, leaves a space that can only be filled by desire.

Terry Marsh

Chorley, Lancashire 2024

[image: A map of the Shetland Islands north of mainland Scotland with major islands and surrounding seas labelled.]
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