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PORT BEFORE PUDDING

RALPH HEATON

During the last few years the M.A.M. would appear to have been 
growing offshoots from the parent body whose interests lie in turning 
away from the straight and narrow paths of the mountains. There 
came the Birdwatchers, and then the Yachtsmen, and now the latest 
development of this backsliding is deep sea cruising; last May a party 
of twelve tried their hand at this new sport. It was rather an inno 
vation for some of us, as equipment and clothing is rather different 
from that usually taken on the hills. One of our members brought 
every conceivable apparatus for photography, cinema work and even 
a heavy tape recorder. Fortunately for those who would have to 
carry it he omitted to bring his 36 inch lens.

The party assembled at Mallaig Pier on Saturday, May 2nd, the 
party's cars insinuating themselves through piles of fish boxes and 
inquisitive visitors in search of their boat, The Western Isles, which 
was lying alongside awaiting them. Everything was very novel and 
exciting for us all, and our boat looked very innocent as she lay there 
nestling snugly between numerous fishing boats. Little did we suspect 
what lay in store for us or what blows she was capable of inflicting on 
the unwary.

Ladies for'ard and gentlemen in the main saloon was the 
order of the day. The galley was also in the main saloon, under the 
companion way, and so were the "usual offices" or heads as we 
were now to call them. The men slept all round the sides on 
Dunlopillo seats, on which we normally sat for meals.

Our first port of call was Loch Scresort on Rhum, where per 
mission had previously been obtained through the Nature Conservancy 
in Edinburgh to land and climb the hills in the northern half of the 
island, after first reporting to the warden. By good fortune, during that 
week there were no restrictions on where we might go, and this gave us 
an opportunity of visiting certain parts of the island usually closed 
to the public. The afternoon was spent looking round the estate and 
castle established by the late Sir Charles Bullough at the beginning 
of this century. The decaying greenhouses and even a fives court gave 
an air of sadness to the scene. Kinloch Castle is still maintained 
by the National Trust for Scotland through a resident caretaker as 
representing a perfect example of Edwardian opulence, and today a 
few select people stay there from time to time for conferences.

One of our most vivid impressions of Rhum was of the red deer 
which seemed to be everywhere, some of them even to be found 
grazing on the lawns of the staff cottages. One other interesting 
feature was the large colony of Manx Shearwaters which breed on the
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summits of the highest hills. The warden had caught and ringed over 
a hundred of these birds the previous night, and next morning there 
were still a few hiding in the bushes around his house.

Sunday found us all up bright and early, but unfortunately 
conditions made it impossible to climb any of the peaks. A Force Ten 
gale decided us to walk to Kilmory at the other end of the island, thus 
keeping low beneath the clouds. We ate lunch in the deserted laundry, 
which at least provided us with some shelter from the storm. The late 
Sir Charles always had a strong dislike of seeing washing hanging 
around outside the castle, so when in residence he sent the two maids 
with the laundry six miles away to do it. Unfortunately the weather 
never relented and we were driven to seek another island where con 
ditions might be more in our favour.

Monday found us crossing the Sound to Canna, during which 
we met the full force of the Atlantic which tested the powers of 
resistance of those new to this kind of thing. No green faces were 
observed and everyone was to be seen on deck, watching for birds in 
the pouring rain.

We dropped anchor in Canna harbour and the leader of the 
party went to pay our respects to the laird, Mr. J. Lome Campbell, 
who gave us much interesting information as to what to see. The 
Laird is a keen collector of moths and butterflies of which he has a 
very fine collection, all taken on the island, including two beautiful 
specimens of Death's Head Moth which he found resting on his net in 
the hall. He had much to tell, and related the occasion when he was 
sitting out on the headland when along came a school of killer 
whales. Immediately every bird and seal in the vicinity made itself 
scarce, for these dangerous creatures will even try to upset a small 
dinghy.

At last the rain ceased and there was a marvellous view of the 
Atlantic swell crashing on the rocky shore, sending up sheets of spray. 
We found some interesting examples of earth dwellings, many 
hundreds of years old, and also the grave of an important Norwegian 
king. On the way back we also saw two golden eagles, soaring above 
with huge outspread wings. Everyone was ready for dinner that 
evening although it was some time before we could attract the 
attention of our crew to launch the dinghy and come and bring us 
aboard.

Tuesday dawned cold and wet, with clouds right down to shore 
level. The weather report was the worst possible, gales and rain, so 
we decided to leave this district and work up the inside of Skye in the 
hope of finding better weather farther north. We went back over our 
original route, round the point of Sleat with a following wind,
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passing the narrows at Kyle Rhea with their usual boiling turmoil. 
In spite of the appalling weather we were all found sitting out on the 
deck, watching the various points of interest and adding to our bag 
of new birds until we finally tied up at the pier at Kyle of Lochalsh. 
We felt very small as the Stornoway boat passed by, and even smaller 
when it came to climbing the slippery ladder some fifteen feet up on 
to the quay. Our skipper, being anxious to preserve our supplies of 
fresh water, liked us to scrounge this ashore whenever possible; the 
result was that the cold water tap on the station platform suffered an 
undue popularity both as a source of supply and for ablutions.

Wednesday was still wet and stormy when we cast off, but we 
succeeded in keeping just ahead of the worst weather and had a brief 
glimpse of the Old Man of Storr and the Quiraing, from whence two 
magnificent eagles came over to inspect us. These were probably the 
pair which Seton Gordon has watched and studied. He tells us of 
how on some occasions in winter, after spending many hours in the 
hide, his wife would have to be dragged out frozen stiff and later 
massaged all over before she could walk home.

After passing round the northern tip of Skye past the little 
community of Staffm we struck out across the Minch, enjoying a good 
rough crossing in the process. That night we tied up at the jetty at 
Scalpay, an island lying at the north of East Loch Tarbert in Harris. 
We were now truly in the Outer Hebrides where the air is everywhere 
scented with the tang of peat smoke, a scent which is the essence of 
crofting communities, of bogs and the hills. Here are some of the 
finest examples of "lazybed" cultivation, a system devised for and 
most suited to the wet climate of the Outer Isles. Here the folk speak 
the Gaelic as their natural tongue although they are often too polite 
to do so in your presence. Scalpay is essentially a fishing community, 
healthy and on the increase as is evidenced by the number of new 
houses being erected there.

In the middle of the night there was a call to take a rope, and on 
looking out there appeared a huge steamer bearing down upon us. 
There followed a slanging match between the two skippers, our own 
venting his views at being disturbed at such an hour and telling the 
other to go to hell. However, discretion seemed the better part of 
valour and lest we might be crushed by our adversary decided to cast 
off and to draw away from the pier so as to allow the other boat to 
come alongside. It edged in very slowly in the darkness, dropped a 
man ashore and then very quietly drew away to anchor close by. So 
back we went, and once again with much difficulty tied up to the 
slippery pier and settled down for what was left of the night. Next 
morning several of the party wanted to know what all the fuss was 
about during the night.
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  > The following morning a sea fog blotted out nearly everything, 

so while waiting for it to lift and in the hope of topping up our fuel 

tanks our skipper decided to put in to Tarbert, some half hour away, 

and wait upon the weather.

One of our main objectives had been an eagles' eyrie at the 

southern end of the Hebrides, some sixty miles distant. As this was 

the last day on which it would be possible for us to attempt to reach 

it, and as fuel was not obtainable at Tarbert, we decided to get as far 

as possible towards our goal on one engine only so as not to prejudice 

our homeward run across the Minch. Suddenly a cry went up that 

there was a basking shark around, and it was an amazing sight to see 

how our water-borne mountaineers had not forgotten how to gain 

height from below in so short a time. The monster was slowly 

stalked until we were right over it; fully twenty feet long, its great 

dorsal fin was sticking out of the water like a sail and its enormous 

tail was a good three feet across. It passed right under our boat 

with its mouth wide open.

It was now getting so late that it was found wise to seek an 

anchorage in Loch Skipport in South Uist into which we slowly 

groped our way. Once again that nostalgic smell of peat smoke came 

from over the land to greet us as we tied up at the jetty. It was a 

beautiful anchorage with bare rocks of Lewisian gneiss coming 

steeply down to the water's edge. Everywhere around lay dotted 

innumerable little lochans on which a goose or a red-throated diver 

might be lurking. When passing one of these a large salmon leapt 

right out of the water with a resounding splash barely forty yards 

away. This particular anchorage was voted by all to be the most 

beautiful of any we had visited, and several of us began to sense the 

lure of the Outer Hebrides and to want to revisit them.

Friday, our last day, broke clear and brilliant. The loch was blue, 

the sky was blue, the sun shone and the mountains beckoned. Two 

of the hardier ones had already been over the side for a dip before 

breakfast; on an earlier occasion we had the greatest difficulty in 

restraining one of them from taking his morning dip from the 

quayside at Kyle. We had seen what had already been tipped into it! 

But he was not to be put off and crept around to an adjacent headland 

to quietly elude us. ^
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A party of five set out for one of the highest peaks, Hecla 
(1,988 feet) and after much dodging of bogs and lochs reached the 
summit at 1.00 p.m., which left them barely two hours for the return. 
Coming back they ran into difficulties and played a realistic game of 
snakes and ladders in trying to avoid the numerous lochs which 
confronted them. Somehow the seemingly endless pilgrimage came 
to an end, and they found everyone on board anxiously awaiting their 
return, eager to be off and with engines running to warm up. The 
weather report predicted storm and we hoped to make the anchorage 
at Canna that day; in fact we made such good time that it was decided 
to push on to Loch Scavaig. By the time the Sound of Soay was 
reached a regular gale was blowing, and our ship was carried along at 
a brisk speed with a following wind while the spume was whipped off 
the waves before us. No sooner were we through the Sound than we 
were bearing down madly for Loch Scavaig. Here the wind was 
funnelled into a narrow trough and it did not seem possible that any 
quiet water could be found. Things began to look alarming, and 
some of our sailing members reckoned it was absolute madness to 
proceed. Submerged rocks were showing their fangs, and the wildly 
screaming wind was hurling the waves on to the rocky shore now 
barely a hundred yards away, and carrying us with irresistible force. 
No sailing boat could have survived in that restricted space. In the now 
receding light the face of our skipper could be seen in the wheelhouse, 
tense and concentrated. Just as it seemed inevitable that we should be 
carried up on to the rocks he swung the boat round, and very slowly 
we eased away from that dangerous shore.

We then tried to make the anchorage at Soay where we could at 
least find temporary shelter for the evening, though were the wind 
to veer ever so slightly we should be in another exposed position on a 
lee shore. We took the risk and let the anchor go, but no sooner than 
we had all turned in than the wind went round and we had to up anchor 
and get out quickly. The waves were now pounding against the side 
of the boat, it was pitch dark, and not a light showed anywhere. In 
fact, we had to take action so quickly that the women were given no 
opportunity to escape from their little cabin for'ard and were battened 
in for an unforgettable four hours whilst we ran for Mallaig. Halfway 
there one of our engines was cut so as to save fuel as it was not 
certain that we could make port with a sea like that running. At 
4.00 a.m. we limped in, and as soon as we had tied up, our skipper and 
his crew went below for a well earned rest. The seamanship shown by 
Bruce Watt throughout this long and difficult day was brilliant, and 
was matched by the work of his able crew, Pat Mucklow (Miss), whose 
cheerful ability to cope with every emergency was admired by us all.

As we did not have to be clear of the boat until 10.00 a.m. most 
of us had a late lie in, followed by a hurried packing of gear. Some
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were returning by train, others by car, and two of the party were going 
on to Orkney before returning home, but it was unanimously agreed 
that a wonderful new form of holiday had been experienced, and 
everyone was anxious to repeat it another year.

<O t.   *
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