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QUEST IN THE ORKNEYS

AN ACCOUNT OF A VISIT TO EVERY ISLAND IN THE NORTHERN ORKNEY
GROUP BY THREE WAYFARERS

(INCLUDING A JOURNEY FROM WHITEHALL TO LONDON AIRPORT)

INTRODUCTION.

Dinghy cruising is viewed with great suspicion by almost everyone except its
practitioners. I prefer to call it Open Boat cruising. The Wayfarer is an excellent
boat, which will snuggle unobtrusively among the reeds in the Norfolk Broads
and yet will cross the North Sea quite safely. We have an excellent fleet of
Wayfarers at Aldeburgh, yet most peoples' idea of cruising is a picnic trip to Iken
beach. This log is written in the hope that it will open up possibilities in the minds
of some.

From the Aldeburgh Yacht Club dinghy park to the launching slip of the Kirkwall
Sailing Club is almost exactly a thousand miles. It was from the latter that we
began our exploration of the Northem Orkneys.

Ralph Roberts is a doyen of the dinghy cruising world and his crew, David
Morton, curiously, came from the central midlands. There were myself and Chris
Codling, my crew from Norwich and then there were Leighton Venables and
Malcolm Foulis, Orkadians who respectively had a mantleshelf groaning with
racing trophies and was a coxswain of the Kirkwall lifeboat. Six men; three
Wayfarers; a week ahead of us.

IDAY 1 Sunday 10th. June 2001. Westerly F2-3. Fine.
Distance covered: 13 miles.

It was, by all accounts, a pleasant sail northwards from Kirkwall to Rousay where
the boats were well protected in the little harbour at Brinyan.

Embarrassingly, Chris and I weren't actually there. He was teaching windsurfing
on Hickling Broad and I was attending a funeral in Cheltenham. But we met in
Edinburgh in the small hours of the moming and chased northwards to catch the
others up.

They had enjoyed an easy tide and thirteen miles on the first day was no great
strain. It enabled Chris and I to launch from a beach on the northem Mainland
(confusingly, that's the biggest of the islands) and slip across the Eynhallow



Sound in time for Sunday lunch (beef sandwich and a kitkat) at a nameless
hostelry in Brynian. The village here is very small and the pub/cafe hardly needs
a name to distinguish it from anything else. Trade reaches a feverish pitch, with
two or three visitors, about the time the ferry arrives. The ferries are the lifeblood
of the Orkneys and are, thank heavens, more reliable than Anglia Railways,
despite the often vicious weather.

The water here is cold and clear. It is not difficult to see the bottom at twenty feet,
except where the quite extraordinary tidal races have stirred things up. There are
plenty of signs of a flourishing fish farming industry and the treeless mountains
sweep away from the sea in a rather dramatic way. What seems extraordinary is
the fertility of the soil. The summer grazing is a deep and rich green, which
renders Orkney beef among the finest in the world.

Day 2. Monday 11th June. West-Northwest F4-5. Fine.
Distance covered: 15 miles

Careful planning today. The target is Pierowall on Westray and just over thirty
five miles away. The problem is that we first have to cross nearly six miles of the
Westray Firth, where the incoming Atlantic tide is compressed and can run at
twelve knots. We also have to cross a certain point at Calf Sound at a very
precise tme. This is because there is a cliff under the sea, which faces the tide
and reduces the depth from a hundred and twenty feet to sixty feet. The resulting
pattern on the surface us not one to be visited in mid-tide. Malcolm has driven
through it on behalf of the RNLI and does not recommend it for Wayfarers.

I was reefed, with a full jib (I considered the genoa a little too sporting for this
expedition, so it was in the garage in Suffolk). Ralph had an interesting mainsail.
It goes the full height of the mast, but is very considerably cut back along the
leach. He swears by it, but I think this may be because it was cut for him
personally by Mike McNamara. I suspect the very high aspect ratio may be more
useful inland than the North Atlantic. Nonetheless Ralph does have a frustrating
habit of sitting with a benign smile on the floor of his boat, his feet on the thwart,
his hat tilted over his eyes and sailing past in a perfectly upright boat at twice the
speed of anybody else.

It was a beautiful sail northwards up Egilsay Sound, tacking into a crisp wind,
which whistles efficiently round the northem side of Rousay and providing a
constant headwind for anybody going in this direction. The sea was sparkling in
the sun. Once we had broken free of the island, our course eased off into the
Westray Firth to have just a touch of easting and a truer wind settled into the
northwest giving us a fine beam reach. The last of the massive tide was coming
in from the northwest and we had an hour and forty minutes to be at Calf Sound
at exactly slack water. A short conference and I asked Malcolm about emergency
bolt-holes. uDinna be daft", he said with a grin, "get it wrong and ye'll end up in
bluidy Stavanger".



Calf Sound, when we got there, was lumpy, but the fresh wind gave us plenty of
power to get through it. This was where Ralph discovered that his (borrowed)
boat had no self bailers and by the time we found a beach, he was almost knee
deep in water. Chris and 1, gentlemen of generosity, lent him a bucket.

We were met on the beach by an irate coastguard who had been informed on the
radio by his colleagues in the Shetland Islands (true!) that three boats were
crossing Calf Sound and might be in need of assistance. The coastguard turned
out to be a cousin of Malcolm's and the fact that we were not in trouble - and that
Malcolm had forgotten to warn them of our presence - tumed out to be very
expensive in whisky that night.

We decided not to press on to Pierowall. The weather pattern was exceptionally
fine and there was just a chance that, tomorrow, we might get to North
Ronaldsay -- a once in five year chance, we were told. Our little beach on
Stanger Head would be an ideal starting point.
So Leighton Venables, who works for the Council, and has the most
extraordinary network of contacts, somehow whistled up a vehicle out of nowhere
and we were transported to Pierowall along Westray's only road, at the end of
which was a barn with beds, linen, showers and drying rooms. Also the Pierowall
Hotel, where one does not change for dinner and the menu is entirely seafood. It
is brought to "foreigners" with a copy of Collins field guide to fishes of the world.
A large plate of turbot, I was happy to note, with vegetables, cost less than a day
return on the London Underground.

Leighton, who looks after his stomach with the same enthusiasm as his boat,
brought me back there for a breakfast the next morning of Westray smoked
haddock and poached eggs. It was served, as it needed to be, on a twelve inch
meat dish.

Day 3. Tuesday 12th June. Wind West Northwest F 1-3. Fine.
Distance covered: 19 miles

This was one of those northem summer days that other people tell you about.
Twenty two hours of unbroken sunshine, warm air and shirtsleeve order.

Before we were allowed to launch, we were taken to a garden shed. The shed
belonged to a cousin of our van driver, who was a brother-in-law of the owner of
the barns, who knew Leighton Venables because his wife came from
Birmingham and was the butcher in Kirkwall.

Inside the shed was an old beach boat, found by the young cousin half buried in
sand. It had been built by his great grandfather and on the walls of the shed was
a picture of his grandmother who remembered, as a small girl, handing the nails
to her father one by one as he hammered them in. The boat had been



painstakingly restored. It was mastless in the shed, but it had a clinker built hull
and a half deck. It was now said to be the fastest beachboat in the Orkneys and
the cousin was rightly proud.

We launched as soon as hospitality would allow and ghosted across the northern
tip of Eday and its calf; under cliffs, into caves, through arches and past colonies
of seabirds. This is one of the legendary and most beautiful parts of the Orkney
Islands; majestic, redolent of its Nordic history and almost unvisited. The call of
the gulls echoed among the cliff ledges, where the fledgeling guillemots looked
anxiously down at the sea, a hundred feet below their homes.

On along the northeastern coast of Sanday, which is flat, featureless and eerie.
With a kindly tide and almost no wind we were making about two knots toward
North Ronaldsay, but who cared about the speed? It would be light till nearly
midnight and we each had at least two days of food and water on board. It was a
pleasure just to sit in the almost-calm and watch the skuas and the occasional
gannet in search of sand eels.
We landed in the early evening on North Ronaldsay, in Stromness Bay, under
the lighthouse and the bird observatory. We were greeted by five seals and a
beautiful woman, all playing at the water's edge with their young. Alison, married
to the warden of the bird observatory, said "We di nae get many small-boat
people here. But we ha' some canoeists about three years ago" We felt like
pioneers.

The beaches of North Ronaldsay are fenced and ditched, as if to repel all
boarders. It is actually to keep the sheep on the beach. The island has its own
species of sheep, which feeds on nothing but the plentiful seaweed and this
imparts to the meat a particular taste which is much sought after by
connoisseurs.

This northernmost outreach of the Orkneys is home to just fifty six souls. The bird
observatory is an important ornithological outpost which frequently notes rare
visitors. One of these, which arrived just before a bank holiday, had the
misfortune to to be posted on the world wide web. The very next ferry disgorged
four hundred hopeful twitchers all of whom expected to be accommodated
overnight. The sensible bird, meanwhile, decamped to Fair Isle which, although
visible from the top of the island, can only be reached by people via Aberdeen
and Lerwick - about five day's journey by ferry and train.

Day 4. Wednesday 13th June. Wind North Northwest F6-7. Showers.
Distance covered: 20 miles

This was the one thing we did not want. We listened in the night as the wind
crept round the compass and up toward thirty knots. We rose in the moming to
find the world had disappeared in a scurry of low cloud and sea spray. After
breakfast we walked disconsolately up to the airstrip and watched the aeroplane



coming in. It, alone, was living proof that we were not adrift in mid Atlantic, for it
had just completed the world's shortest regular scheduled flight - ninety seconds
from Sanday, which we could not see.

Just before midday however, the Ude turned in our favour, the wind dropped
slightly and Sanday became visible. We reckoned it would be a dead run to the
northeastem tip of Sanday, after which we should be in the lee of the island and
on a beam reach as we headed southwest and down toward Stronsay. So we
reefed, dug out the storm jib and set off.

We ran in toward to Sanday and Start Point on huge rollers which gave us a
thrilling ride forward, before dumping us into windless valleys and marching on to
break against the distant beaches.

Around Start Point, we had a nasty surprise. The island was doing funny things
to the wind. Suddenly, it was on the nose instead of the beam and the sea
became a vigorous chop. I had just given the helm to Chris and we had identified
a large sand dune, about five miles distant, which we thought would be a good
picnic spot. An hour and a quarter of hiking out on starboard tack, with a constant
procession of "greenies" coming inboard was enough to make us contemplate
the pleasures of dinghy cruising.

Lunch, when we got there, was difficult. The sand dune was on the move, and
determined to find its way into every sandwich and piece of cheese that Alison
had given us. There was no shelter here. One would think that a place like this
would be simply blown away in the north Atlantic wind, but it was on this very
beach that archaeologists recently uncovered the remains of Viking sailors
before us.

Onwards and southwards, in the late aftemoon, to Whitehall, on Stronsay, where
we arrived amid white horses in a brisk force 6. We arriived with the commuter
ferry from Kirkwall and sailed around it like homets as it docked, not knowing
exactly where it would want to manoeuvre. Eventually we were able to land on a
miniscule rock-free beach near the old pier. Whitehall is quite a busy village, with
a shop and an old fishmarket in which we found accommodation.

We were drenched, for the day's sailing had been of the kind that not even the
best oilskins can keep out. Malcolm, who never sailed in anything but jeans,
hoisted them to dry from the harbourmaster's flagpole and spent the evening in
his underpants, drinking Caribbean rum in the pub.

He began to talk of the Orcadian winter. He spoke of winds in excess of a
hundred and twenty knots,of thirty foot waves and more than twenty hours of
darkness in the day. These are the conditions in which he is expected to take out
the lifeboat, for the benefit of others, who have got into a muddle. The Orkneys



are littered with wrecks and, as a professional diver, there is good money to be
made from finding new ones and bringing to the surface items of value.

Day 5. Thursday 14th. June. Wind N. F4, falling to 2. Fair.
Distance covered: 28 miles

We decided it would be amusing to take lunch at London Airport (poor souls, we
should get out more). London is a small village on the island of Eday, about two
hours northwesterly sail from Whitehall. Like New Zealand, it boasts more sheep
than people but, unlike New Zealand, it does not have many sheep.

The airport is desolate at the best of times. It does have a concrete waiting room
in which one may shelter from the wind, but it was closed, due to foot and mouth
restrictions.

So we picnicked on the beach instead. Much nicer, really.

We decided from here to go back to Kirkwall. This meant crossing, once again,
the main flow of the Westray and Stronsay Firth, this time at almost mid-tide. It
was wider and safer here, but it still called for local knowledge. As we crossed
the southern tip of Eday, we could see a wall of water moving from right to left.
Malcolm set us on a course which was virtually northwest, to achieve an almost
southerly track. Twenty minutes later, the GPS told us that we were doing 7.3
knots in a force 2 wind - and most of that was sideways.

Nonetheless, we did get round the northern tip of Shapinsay and into more
protected waters to take the now friendly stream around the coast to Balfour.
Balfour, less than twenty minutes from Kirkwall on the ferry, is a kind of
residential suburb. It boasts a castle, a fine house, trees, and a neolithic tomb
along with a useful and commanding gun emplacement. The latter stands beside
a public lavatory which offers one of the finest views in the United Kingdom.

We were determined not to leave Balfour without a cup of tea. So David Morton,
who has a way with strangers, coerced an unsuspecting young mother into
diverting from the preparation of her husband's evening meal and asking us into
her house. God bless Katie, she gave us a brief insight into the domestic life of
the working Orkadian. A small and rather dark stonebuilt terraced house,
redolent of coalfire and peatsmoke, even in June. A husband commuting to work
on the ferry and life on a one sided street with a view over Shapinsay Sound that
would be worth millions elsewhere. The conversaton turned to crime. MAye" said
Katie "things do get stolen sometimes, but we know who does it, so we go and
ask for them back again."

From here we set out sights on the spire of St. Magnus Cathedral. An easy hop
into the shelter of Kirkwall Bay, past the inhospitable Thieves Holm (does this



explain the crime rate?) and back to the formidable hospitality of the Kirkwall
Sailing Club. We were met by Wille, the commodore.

"Hah, you're back, ya bluidy lunatics. I need your copy for the Kirkwall Chronicle
by the morning"

Fame at last.

Day 6 Friday 15 h June. NE. F4. Fine, some showers.
Distance covered 34 miles.

Those of us who did not want to stop, determined upon a day sail. Today, we
only took out two boats, since David and Malcolm needed to go home. We did,
though, take two guests from the Kirkwall Sailing Club, so we were three in a
boat. Ralph and Leighton took Alison, a young lady still in her first season of
racing. She was a very much better sailor by suppertme that she had been at
breakfast that day. Chris and I took Rob, a seasoned cruising hand who worked
on the gas rgs.

We sailed from Kirkwall to Egilsay by way of Rousay Sound. It was a fine brisk
sail past the villages of the Mainland and under the wind farm.

The tide was favourable to our cause in both directions, which meant a
pleasantly long lunch on Egilsay. We walked to the top of the island to see the
muined church of St. Magnus who was martyred on this spot by his royal and
Nordic cousin, who viewed his Christianity with great suspicion. The church is in
a most strategic spot, in full communicaton with the islands, but with a fine view
over the sea toward Norway.

The return trip was a grand broad reach all the way, with visits to some secret
islets which were considered possibilities for day trips from Kirkwall. Despite
being a "mere day sail", this was the longest of the week; thirty four miles on the
chart, ten hours from launch to recovery.

Hugh de Las Casas 12/12/01.
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