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    In Memorium
 
Norma
who kept my notes
from 1983
&
Terry and Doreen
whose beautiful island 
inspired the wildlife 
elements for
this work of fiction


    


​​​Foreword

In the years following the 1982 Falklands War, a British naval presence was maintained around the Protectorate, typically with at least two destroyers on station. It was customary during this period for small parties of sailors to be granted short spells ashore, either in “the camp” or on remote outlying islands. Such visits were never casual; they took place only by prior arrangement and at the invitation of local residents.

The wildlife elements woven into this story are drawn from one such visit I made with shipmates to Sea Lion Island in January 1983. At that time, the island was a working sheep farm owned by Terry and Doreen Clifton. Both have since passed away, but their daughters, Janet and Marie—who as children acted as our enthusiastic guides during our stay—at the time of writing, still live in the Falkland Islands today.

Sea Lion Island has since been transformed into a renowned wildlife destination, complete with an airstrip and a small lodge accommodating up to twenty visitors.

Diddle dee jam is still made in the Islands and remains a much-loved preserve throughout the Falklands and beyond.

M.R.
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April 2012

I awoke with a start—disorientated. The mewing throb in my ears and the gentle rise and fall of my seat bewildered me; it took a moment to remember I was on an aeroplane. It took another to realise what had so abruptly disturbed my sleep. Glancing around, I saw I wasn’t the only passenger roused by my daughter’s sudden shout of excitement.

‘I’m sure it’s a whale, Dad,’ Heather called again from the seat in front of me. ‘Look! Down there.’ She jabbed a finger against the plexiglass.

Stifling a yawn, I peered through my own window and swept the vast expanse of grey, wind-flecked ocean a thousand feet below. It didn’t take long to spot what had excited her: a brown shape moving among the breaking waves. As I watched, an amorphous white cloud blossomed briefly ahead of the creature, then quickly shredded itself on the wind. A moment later, a smaller plume erupted from a second, barely discernible shape alongside it.

Unclipping my belt, I craned over the seatback where my daughter sat with her nose flattened against the window.

‘A pair of sperm whales—mother and calf,’ I said. ‘Well spotted.’

‘Oh yeah, I can see the calf now.’ She pulled back and looked up at me, sceptical. ‘You’re waffling me, Dad. How can you tell they’re sperm whales from up here?’

I let out a weary sigh. My daughter, like most sixteen-year-olds, possessed a healthy disregard for knowledgeable adults—and when that adult happened to be me, she had it in spades.

‘Well, for starters,’ I said, ‘she’s brown. And look how her head tapers, almost like a finger. And when she blows, it goes forward, not straight up. Only sperm whales do that.’

I grinned, suddenly aware we had drawn the interest of several nearby passengers. Heather considered this, then nodded solemnly, her lower lip pushed out in thoughtful approval.

‘Believe me now?’ I asked, a faint thickness creeping into my voice.

She turned back to the window. I slumped into my seat, ignoring the indulgent smiles around us.

‘There’s a ship down there!’ Heather yelled, startling the cabin once more.

I smiled and closed my eyes.

~.~

As we began our descent across the shoaling water, I pressed my forehead to the window. Streamers of brown kelp raced beneath us, and my thoughts swung uneasily between nostalgia and apprehension. The sea changed colour in abrupt stages: iron grey gave way to deep blue, then to a startling aquamarine. Then came landfall—the last flash of bright water as a flight of giant petrels scattered just feet below us; a huddle of massive bodies sprawled on a silver beach; dunes, tall tussock mounds, and finally, breathtakingly, a green hillside rushing up to meet the aircraft.

We touched down hard on the grass runway and bounced once. The twin turbines surged into a buzz saw roar and I lurched forward against my seatbelt. The windsock flashed past the window, followed by a cluster of green portacabins that served as the island’s air hub—then nothing else man made, just windswept scrub rolling away toward the sea. The aircraft slowed, turned, and began to trundle back towards the so called terminal.

Heather’s face appeared over the back of her seat, bright with excitement.

‘That was awesome! Did you see those giant seals on the beach?’

For a moment I couldn’t answer for grinning. It moved me more than I expected that my daughter seemed, at last, to be buying into this long deferred project of mine. She had been anything but keen when I first suggested it the previous Christmas. I shivered at the memory of the tantrum that had followed—among other things.

When it had seemed safe to re enter the kitchen, I had inspected the back of the door where a heavy saucepan had left a splintered dent. Heather stood beside it, the storm spent, chin jutting defiantly, red faced and close to tears.

‘Was that strictly necessary?’ I’d asked, as reasonably as I could manage.

‘Oh, Da ad! What the f— what were you thinking? I’m going with Shelly to their caravan in Cornwall for Easter. I told you weeks ago. And you both agreed. Tell him, Mum.’

Helen, ever the peacemaker, laid a calming hand on her shoulder. ‘Listen to what your father has to say, sweetheart. Just hear him out. Okay? Then, if you really don’t want to go—’

My wife glanced at me and shrugged helplessly.

Heather turned back to me, still angry, still fiercely defiant, but willing—just—to listen.

‘Go on then. Convince me that a week on some cold, windy rock in the back of beyond is better than surfing and partying with my best friend in Newquay.’

I’d given her my best smile. ‘Not so cold. It’ll be summer down there,’ I said. ‘And anyway—how about you do both?’

Her eyebrows lifted slightly, inviting me to continue.

‘Here’s the deal. We’ll only be gone for the first week. When we get back, I’ll drive you down to Cornwall for your second week with Shelly and the rest.’

She’d calmed after that, though she wasn’t fully won over. I spent the next hour telling her about Balsam Island. I showed her my album of photographs from thirty years earlier—all except one, which I’d kept hidden away. We looked at the Safari Lodge website together. She agreed to sleep on it, but I saw her interest kindle, and the next morning at breakfast she’d given me her grown-up look.

‘Okay, Dad.’

It had been enough.

‘If you think the elephant seals were awesome,’ I told her now, ‘wait till you see them up close. And you’re not supposed to unstrap till we’ve stopped.’

She ignored me, as usual, keeping her chin and hands defiantly glued to the seatback.

‘What’s the lodge really like?’

I laughed. ‘Thirty years ago there wasn’t even a landing strip here, let alone a lodge. The place was officially uninhabited.’

That had been the official line, anyway. I shrugged and gave her my reassuring Dad look. ‘I’m sure it’ll be just like the pictures on their website—shiny and modern, good food, comfy rooms.’

Somewhere over the Atlantic, on the long haul from RAF Brize Norton, I had decided I would tell my daughter the whole disturbing story of this island—a story I had never shared, not even with Helen, my wife of twenty-two years. Our only child would carry my secret forward, like a folkloric messenger in a time before writing.

I had nearly blurted it out during our battlefield tour of Goose Green, and again as we stood at the war memorial overlooking San Carlos Water. But now, as the plane rolled to a halt on the wind-scoured grass and old memories rose like a dark tide within me, the telling of it felt impossible.

We stepped from the aircraft’s warm cabin into a chill breeze and heavy overcast. Early afternoon light sulked beneath a sky reluctant to admit it was daytime. Somewhere nearby came the distant cries of seabirds and the faint stink of guano. There were ten of us from the flight, all bound for the only place on the island that qualified as civilisation: an isolated safari lodge on the most isolated island this side
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