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Paul Reinsch, 28 year old Handicraft teacher from Summerbridge, 
Yorkshire, and Alan Stockdale, 27 year old Farmer from Burnsall, 
Yorkshire, have been sailing dinghys for several years, but the passage to 
North Rona described in this article was their first long cruise. 

 
Making a passage under sail, we are told, is one of the most satisfying 

aspects of sailing, and when the passage is to an uninhabited island 45 
miles off the North coast of Scotland and the boat a l6ft. dinghy, the trip 
becomes particularly rewarding. North Rona, 45 miles North West of Cape 
Wrath, Scotland, is reputed to be the most isolated part of Britain ever 
regularly inhabited, and since 1844 has been given over to the sea birds and 
Europe's largest breeding colony of the Grey Seal.  In June 1956, the Island, 
with nearby Sula Sgeir, was declared a National Nature Reserve, and since 
the crofters of Barvas on Harris, to which Parish the Island belongs and the 
neighbouring parish of Ness, took away the 150-200 sheep which they 
pastured there, the Island is rarely visited. 

 
We had been discussing, in a spasmodic fashion, making a trip of this 

nature for a couple of years and had sold our trusty Enterprise in favour of a 
GRP Wayfarer, a choice of boat we have had no reason to regret, with this is 
mind. The financial burden was shared by another friend who in the event 
was unable to make the trip. The spark of enthusiasm, however, didn't 
kindle into a sufficiently steady flame until the spring of this year, when we 
started serious preparation. 

 
August 18th found us camped in the dunes of Balnakiel, a small bay 

which opens out onto the Kyle of Durness, the nearest sand beach to our 
objective. The morning after our arrival dawned clear with the sort of breeze 
we had hardly dared hope for so soon, particularly after the gales of the 
previous week which the locals had told us about. The l400 GMT. Shipping 
Forecast gave Force 4, later 3 from the N.E. and it was all systems go.  
"Windy Wells" was dumped on the beach on the ebb and while the tide 
turned and floated her, we started packing. Tent, sleeping bags, dry clothes 
cooking gear and food were packed in plastic sacks,(cameras in two! and 
double sealed with wire to be stowed in the fore and aft buoyancy 
compartments. Air beds we inflated and lashed under the seats for 
additional buoyancy. A 5 gallon can was filled with water as the supply on 
Rona was uncertain. This was lashed on the starboard side of the 
centreboard housing, and matched on the port side by a 100 fathom drum of 
line to make a more or less level platform on which the off-duty crew could 
get their heads down. A spare centreboard, rudder and tiller went on the 
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floor with the oars, and fibre-glass kit and spare shrouds and sheets in the 
lockers. Paul had fitted fishing net shelves under the cockpit coaming for 
navigation equipment, and by the time the anchor and various odds and 
ends had been stowed even the Wayfarers generous cockpit began to look 
cluttered. The last job was a trip into the village to 'phone the coastguard, 
and then we were struggling into wet suits, waterproofs and life jackets as 
the boat started to lift on the tide. At the last moment, much to our 
amazement and consternation, our small hand bearing compass and the 
boats compass were found to differ by a full 90 degrees. After some hasty 
head scratching we moved the cameras and exposure meters from their place 
in the aft buoyancy compartment, about 6 inches from the bulkhead 
mounted compass, and loud were our sighs of relief as the needle swung 
back to its proper reading. We were off! 

 
The light was fading as we left the bay, and the deck and navigation 

lights of a fleet of fishing boats off the entrance to the Kyle were lifting and 
falling on the swell. We watched their manoeuvres with great interest, as 
Paul said he thought they were probably ring netters, and we didn't fancy 
being encircled and landed on deck for inspection!  We cleared them 
without seeming to arouse any interest however, and as we came out from 
behind An Garbh-eilean, a rocky islet just off the coast, the Cape Wrath 
light, which was to be our main navigational aid through the night, opened 
up on our port beam. As we cleared the shipping lane along the North coast 
and settled down to our night of 1 hour helming, 1 hour resting, the whole of 
the ocean stretched out in front of us, and a feeling of exploration and 
adventure gripped us.  It wasn't long, alas, before we were gripped by a 
much more un-romantic feeling, and by the time I was marking our position 
on the chart and entering the log up after my second spell at the helm, I had 
to make a grab for the blue bucket which was to prove so useful. Paul said 
afterwards he felt really sorry for me at the time, but it wasn't long 
afterwards that he too was feeding the fishes. 

 
The small cockpit coaming offered scant protection from the 

occasional crest that swept the foredeck, indeed it seemed to give the water 
just the right amount of lift to land squarely on the off duty crew member 
below, usually just as he had inched the chart out of its plastic bag.  A 
canvass dodger here would be a great help, and will be a must for any future 
passage.  In spite of our wet suits we felt the cold and the latter part of the 
hour helming was spent alternatively shivering and dozing. As we were 
pinching into the wind to make our objective without tacking, any lapse of 
concentration resulted in the boat coming into the wind with confusion 
reigning while the crew was roused to back the jib, and the boat was tacked 
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or gybed right round to get on course again. For a couple of hours or so 
before dawn, after we had lost the Cape Wrath light, our unilluminated 
compass made its shortcoming felt, a headlamp which had to be switched on 
and off with cold hands being but a poor substitute. 

 
All things, good and bad, come to an end, however, and as daylight 

paled the sky, Rona appeared grey on the horizon, fine on the starboard bow, 
which was somewhat disconcerting as it should have been dead ahead.  As 
Martin Martin, Hebridean traveller and in 1697, chronicler, said on sighting 
St. Kilda after a taxing voyage in an open boat, "This was a joyful sight and 
begat new vigour in the crew." Paul was roused, the log book, which had 
been somewhat neglected in the wee small hours, was fished out for the 
traditional entry to be made, and we forced a few pieces of chocolate down 
by way of celebration. Spirits rose. Our trials, though, were not yet over, for 
as daylight strengthened and Gannets and Fulmars started winging overhead 
bound for the days fishing, the wind dropped away and it was not until 9 
o'clock and after three tacks, that we were near enough the rocky, surf 
washed shore to identify the features from the large scale chart, and look for 
the Southern landing place. With an offshore wind we were able to close 
right in to the shore, where seals gazed at us in amazement from the boiling 
undertow. We cruised slowly down the coast to the entrance to Stoc a 
Phriosain, the traditional landing place in Easterly winds, and threw out the 
anchor, which held first time.  Snorkel, mask and fins were donned, but a 
quick inspection of the head of the inlet showed not the remotest possibility 
of getting the boat out of the water, as we hoped to do. Finning back to the 
boat, the anchor warp could be seen leading down through the crystal clear 
water to the waving beds of kelp some 15-20 ft. below. We hauled the 
anchor in and rowed out of the lee, and as we sailed round to the Eastern 
landing, passing inside an outlying reef, the sun came out on the green hills 
of the high southern end of the island. We were eager to be ashore. 

 
As we approached Geodh'a Stoth we realised that beaching the boat 

was going to be difficult if not impossible, for here too, the rocks shelved 
straight into the water, with not a hint of any beach or shingle, although here 
the slope was of a gentler angle, and we determined to have a try at hauling 
her out.  I swam ashore again to select the best place and steady the boat in. 
Paul rowed carefully in and jumped out as soon as possible.  Slipping and 
stumbling over the slimy, wave washed rocks, we could get no more than the 
forward half out, and though we were on top of the tide, with the swell lifting 
the stern and crashing it down with the most terrifying thumps, there was no 
question of waiting for it to dry out. We hastily pushed off again to hold a 
council of war. Small promontories thrust out into the sea on either side of 
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the actual landing rocks, and after passing the gear ashore, we eventually 
got a warp out on either side and later, while Paul slackened them off on 
either shore, I rowed out a little way, dropped the anchor, and payed out the 
cable as Paul hauled me back. We had been working up to our waists and 
chests in water, so it was a relief when, 15 hours out from Durness, we felt 
happy enough about the boat to be able to take stock of our surroundings, 
and savour the wild remoteness of the island. But the inner man was not to 
be denied, and in less time than it takes to tell we had the tent up and a late 
breakfast in progress. 

 
Rona is triangular shaped, 1.5 miles N. to S. and 1 mile E. to W., flat 

and rocky in the North where the seals come ashore to have their pups, but 
in the South covered with deep grass and sloping up to the 300' high point of 
the island.  On the South facing slope of this high ground lie the ruins of the 
old village and the ancient Church.  It was to here we made our way after 
our meal, all weariness forgotten in the excitement of being on the island we 
had read and dreamed of for so long.  After a brief look we continued on 
around the island, arriving back at the tent as dusk was falling. The wind 
meanwhile had veered and risen, so that whereas before the mooring was 
slightly sheltered, now the waves were coming straight in and the boat was 
pitching and rolling in the undertow.  She seemed to be taking it quite 
happily however, so we had another meal and turned in. We lay awake a 
long time listening to the wind whipping and plucking at the tent, but we 
had done all we could for "Windy Wells" and eventually we dozed off. 

 
We had pitched the tent so that we could see the top half of the boats 

mast from the door. As soon as it was light we peered anxiously out, but it 
was still there, still rolling heavily. Mist covered the island, but by the time 
we set out to explore, it had lifted until only the high part of the island was 
covered, as it was to remain all day. Much time was spent at the village and 
Church, with its beehive constructed end, quern stones and ancient crosses. 
Young half fledged Fulmars were everywhere among the ruins, and as their 
defence system is to eject a stream of foul oil for anything up to 6 ft in the 
direction of intruders, one had to move with either extreme caution or 
reckless abandon. The seals too, with their complete mastery of their 
environment fascinated us. They swam just off the shore and as the great 
breaking crests crashed down on the rocks around them, we felt sure they 
would be dashed to pieces, but when the welter of foam and spray receded, 
they would be in exactly the same place, staring at us with round curious 
eyes. The cliffs were swept bare of loose rock and vegetation, and at one 
place, the winter gales had piled up a ridge of stones some way back from 
the edge of a 70 ft cliff.  Small wonder the natives had seen fit to build their 
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houses half under ground. 
 
The safety of the boat was never far from our thoughts, and we spent 

some time padding the warps with sods and moss to prevent chafe. The 
transistor we had brought with us to pick up the shipping forecasts was also 
giving us cause for worry, for although we could receive every possible 
station on the medium wave band loud and clear, as soon as we changed to 
long wave we might as well have switched it off, for not a squeak would it 
produce. An old length of fencing wire was insulated and brought into play 
to supplement the car radio lead we had brought with us, and I spent some 
time on top of the cairn on the high point of the island swaying in the wind 
and holding the wire aloft like the statue of Liberty.  Paul twiddled and 
tapped and fumed in the lee, but to no avail, we would just have to manage 
with the general forecast. 

 
As Paul was looking at the chart that night and idly playing with the 

compass, a loud oath was uttered, and he started to berate navigators who 
could correctly estimate leeway, tidal streams etc., and forget to add 
magnetic variation. The mystery of our inaccurate landfall was solved! We 
lay in the tent that night with Radio Luxembourg drowning the sound of the 
wind. 

 
During the next morning the mist slowly lifted and cleared the peak, 

and the range of visibility out to sea gradually lengthened. The number of 
white horses had lessened, and though we had food for a week, we 
determined to make the most of the conditions and leave that afternoon. We 
had a last look round the island, expending yet more film, a quick meal and 
packed up.  It was quite tricky passing packages from the rock to the 
bobbing boat, and lying full length on the floorboards to pack the forward 
compartment was an ordeal. What struggles the shepherds must have had 
loading struggling sheep!! I had no sooner got the cover on than I 
remembered the sail bag with the jib in it was stowed on the floor at the 
front, of the compartment.  Paul sat on the rocks fending off with an oar and 
grinning while I went through it all again, turning greener by the minute. 
Eventually, however, order was restored, everything was aboard, room was 
found for the huge plastic net float we had found, the warps were cast off and 
we were ready for away. We hoisted sail and as I pulled the boat up to the 
anchor, Paul backed the jib and sheeted in, and after a stern struggle I had 
the anchor aboard.  If only we had known it was holding so well, we might 
have slept better. As I struggled to untie the loop of rope round the foot of 
the forestay through which we had lead the anchor warp as a safety measure 
in case the fairlead went (it did!) Paul tacked the boat and by the time I had 
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stowed the anchor, we had beat out of the narrow inlet and made our offing.  
As we sped off on a beam reach, both sitting out and taking many backward 
glances, the sun came out on Rona once again. 

 
We felt happy and confident about the return passage, and sandwich 

eating and photography were indulged in, unheard of pastimes on the way 
out.  Indeed sailing conditions were so pleasant, that after three hours at the 
helm, I was still quite reluctant to concede it, and in fact we happily stood 
two hour watches right through the voyage, in marked contrast to the passage 
out. We had left at 16.00 hours, and as Rona dipped into the sea astern, 
dusk approached and we rolled the main onto the boom as far as the first 
batten, in deference to a freshening wind. 

 
The first part of the night was blissfully uneventful, Paul waking me 

at 0100 hours to tell me he had sighted Cape Wrath light, a perfect landfall 
this time. We were butting very hard into the swell, and taking too much 
water for comfort, so at the next change over we rolled another batten onto 
the boom. During my next spell the wind freshened further and I was having 
difficulty keeping the lee deck out of the water.  Paul slept on unawares, his 
head on one gunwhale and his feet on the other, but eventually I had to 
rouse him and we handed the jib. When asked if he hadn't realized the ride 
was getting rougher, he replied that he was vaguely aware his feet had kept 
going under water, but he hadn't really woken up! 

 
The burning question of the moment was whether or not to heave to 

and bail as we now had quite a lot of water aboard, and no bilge pump, but 
when Paul had taken over and I was asleep the matter was resolved for us in 
a most uncalled for manner.  I was woken by water in quantity pouring over 
me, and I sat up to find water sloshing halfway up the centreboard, housing 
and Paul handing me the bucket and scoop. We had been hit by a freak 
wave as he had been bent over checking the compass. The top of it had hit 
him in the back and broken over his head, and as well as pouring over the 
windward side, the lee gunwale had been pushed under. We had almost 
gone over, and were thankful we were on lifelines. 

 
The weather had done teasing us however, and as the moon came up 

to illuminate the scene and the red and white alternate flash of the light rose 
out of the sea, we ghosted easily on under our reduced rig. 

 
We went about to avoid a steamer ploughing relentlessly on towards 

the Pentland Firth, and as the sky paled the wind died and we increased 
sail, but by the time we were close to the coast, we were barely making 
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steerage way, and the foul tide was setting us back towards the Minch.  We 
stood out to sea and back again but had lost ground. 

 
The situation was only saved by the captain breaking out the stove 

and kettle and making a most welcome brew. This did the trick, and as we 
wallowed once more right under the cliff, a fair breeze sprang up, and we 
shot out to sea clear of the entrance to the Kyle of Durness, and tacked again 
to bring us on course for the white house which was a perfect leading mark 
for entering Balnakiel Bay. We were much amused by a tiny patch of mist, 
the only one visible on a flawless day, which scuttled along the cliff top and 
enveloped the lighthouse, at which its great fog horn began booming out 
across the sunlit sea. 

 
The lighthouse soon went out of sight behind the headland as we 

reached down the Kyle, both leaning out on the toestraps. We tacked once 
more to clear a line of rocks just disappearing under the incoming tide, and 
as we approached the beach, we caught sight of black triangular fins off to 
starboard, but though we went about and drifted over the spot, no dark 
shapes were visible in the clear blue water. We let draw again and within 
minutes the keel was scraping the sand, and the last of the tension drained 
from our bodies. 
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