“The sea all around”
Richard Clubley is a writer with a passion - actually an obsession (he calls it ‘islomania’) - for visiting the islands around the Scottish coast, especially those which are difficult to access. Although he has produced four books on his island adventures, Richard wasn’t always a writer, but a schoolteacher. He brings to his subject a self-deprecating sense of humour as well as a perceptive eye for detail. 
So it was a very entertaining session of Orkney U3A which Richard addressed on 20th November. The content of his talk was based on his latest book, “The sea all around”, published just a year ago, an account of his most recent island hopping, often accompanied by his (no doubt long-suffering) wife, Beverley. We were treated to a whistlestop tour of some of the small islands off Jura, Skye and Mull as well as some of the isles of Orkney and Shetland. 
Beginning with Finlaagan on Islay, with its Lord of the Isles associations, we visited Am Fraoch Eilean, Goat Island, the Ascribs, Soay (the Skye one), Raasay, and the Treshnish Isles - Dutchman’s Cap (Bac Mòr), Lunga, and Cairn na Burgh Mòr. Eriskay and St Kilda were also on the itinerary. Access was by dinghy or kayak in many cases and landings could be difficult – and wet. From the amorous goat on Goat Island to scaling the steep hill to the ruined castle on Cairn na Burgh, Richard had lots of anecdotes to relay. There were also historical notes, for example on Bonnie Prince Charlie’s route from Meanish Benbecula across Eriskay after Culloden. The photos of the wild flowers of the machair were lovely.     
Shetland was represented by Oxna, Foula and Unst; Orkney by Faray, Papa Westray, North Ronaldsay and Hoy. 
Richard gets to the heart of island life, picking up on the particular character of each island by making friends and learning about local history, folkways and personalities. His story of a visit to Harp Rock on Lunga with a school party illustrates his relationship skills, when he mollified a party of ornithologists they had disturbed by supplying them with a few basic necessities. The school party was rewarded with some privileged hands-on experience of puffins and guillemots, a highlight of Richard’s teaching career.      
Richard says he loves a blank sheet of paper and the first sentence of a new island story. There are 167 Scottish islands with an area of over 100 acres – so plenty of material to be getting on with. 

[u3a provides opportunities for people who are no longer working full-time to come together to learn, volunteer, continue their interests and take up new pursuits.  There is more information about us on our website www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/u3a. You can email us at info@orkneyu3a.org]


