Isle of Rona castaway holiday
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Island life is governed by the weather. Today on Skye it did not bode well. We staggered through the gale to a clifftop viewpoint. Below, a waterfall was plumed horizontally against the crags, the sea churned into froth. Far across the waves Rona’s lumpy profile loomed through the squalls. This was supposed to be our home for the next few days, but the boatman confirmed the obvious – sailing was postponed. Getting marooned on an island had been a lifelong fantasy, but I’d have preferred to be stuck on the deserted one. Exclusivity is a rare commodity nowadays. Rona has it in spades, but to enjoy it you’ve first got to get there.

Rona’s past residents knew this all too well, living in virtual isolation on this rugged little outpost. The population peaked in the 1880s, a mere 180 souls scratching bare subsistence from soil and sea. Such poverty inevitably drove people away, the last occupants leaving in the 1940s. The island was then all but forgotten. Today, the permanent population numbers just one, island manager Bill Cowie. Rona has remained miraculously undeveloped, making it a real sanctuary from the madding crowd. Here there are neither shops nor cars – indeed few signs of the 21st Century at all. Sea and rock hold sway, and even the vital link with Skye is subject to nature’s consent.  

Rona’s inaccessibility is both a curse and a blessing. Storm-bound in Portree, you can only gaze impotently towards it over the water, cursing as your holiday ticks inexorably by. Once safely ashore however, the stormy sea becomes a protective moat keeping the outside world at bay, and you bless it fondly, praying that a fresh onslaught will delay the homeward boat trip. Imagine that long-dreamed-of crackly mobile phone call to your boss; ‘I can’t make it to work. I’m stuck on an island. I’ll not be in until Tuesday if I’m lucky. I mean, unlucky’.

After a frustrating two-day delay the weather eventually relented. Our trip was on. The boat chugged for an hour over a steely millpond, clouds lifting to reveal the otherworldly Cuillin and Trotternish ridges daubed with unexpected snow. Beach lounging would not be on the agenda, but we’d come suitably equipped with woolly hats and medicinal whisky. This was very much a Scottish seaside holiday.

The castaway experience commenced as soon as we landed, Bill Cowie taking our place in the boat to run errands on the Mainland. But for a few Highland cattle we were now utterly alone. Our temporary domain was two thousand rugged acres, a place to wander at will and do exactly as we pleased (provided it involved mud). This was a thrillingly novel experience. As usual when faced with the unfamiliar, I fished for literary associations with which to anchor myself. We were latter day Robinson Crusoes; Ben Gunns - minus, hopefully, the piracy. But the lonely deprivation of the truly marooned was not our lot, as HM Coastguard were but a hamfisted radio call away. Our holiday cottage boasted all the mod cons necessary to sustain middle class life; our rucksacks bulged with fine food and drink, and a small library of books. Rona takes the ordeal out of island isolation, leaving just the good bit – profound, blissful peace.

Beyond a spot of yoga and the odd bracing walk our program was liberatingly empty. We felt lighter, as the stresses of life beyond the sea fell away. The greatest concern was simply what to eat next. To that end I followed in the footsteps of another fictional castaway. Shipwrecked off Mull, Stevenson’s David Balfour sustained himself on the fruits of the shore, eaten raw. I hoped to do better with the aid of wine, garlic and a fully equipped kitchen. Freed from the restraining influence of civilisation I slipped into hunter-gatherer mode, leaping about the rockpools in search of cockles and mussels. The only way to improve the flavour of fresh-picked seafood is to do the picking yourself. Contrary to popular wisdom there is such a thing as a free lunch, and it can(not) be (b)eaten.

Afternoon saw us scrambling to the summit of Meall Acairseid, the island’s highest knobble. These little hills are anything but a walkover, and progress on foot requires determination. The landscape is a confusion of abrupt hummocks, blanketed in knee-deep scrub and bogs, and studded with random rock outcrops. Castaways need an adventurous streak.

Sunshine put in a brief appearance as we reached the summit, and the view was astounding. The snowcapped Torridon mountains brooded under a lid of profound darkness. By contrast the sea was a striking azure, and Skye’s peaks positively gleamed. The stormy wall was moving our way, swallowing daylight as it came. Flecks of hail began to fall, sending us scurrying back to the cottage, where central heating and an open log fire kept the chill away.

Standing at the head of their own private bay, the holiday lets were once ruined crofts, recently renovated to a high standard. Given their remote setting, accessible only by foot or quad bike, we had expected them to be rough and ready. Not so. Despite their isolation they are as cosy and well apportioned as one could wish. It is a pleasure to sit out a storm indoors.
No stranger to hard graft, Bill Cowie did a lot of the building work himself. A relocated East-Coaster, he is thriving in the Hebridean climate. ‘I came to Rona about three years ago to put up a fence, and I’ve never left’ he confides. He now lives alone with his dogs, running the island on behalf of its Danish owners. ‘I was always drawn to the great outdoors. From a young age I felt I’d end up working in a remote area, but never dreamt that life would be like this’.
Bill babysits the guests, maintains the few houses and oversees working holiday parties helping to regenerate the island’s natural woodland. Patches of birch, willow and juniper are already well established, bringing a rich biodiversity. Rona is something of an unsung eco-tourism hotspot, where woodland birds thrive alongside otters and eagles. As a former forestry worker Bill is well suited to his job, and his love of the wildlife and the place shines through.

He shares this reverence with the owners, Dorte and Arne Jensen. Though based in Denmark and only irregular visitors, they have strong feelings for Rona. One glimpse convinced them to buy it, for no other reason than that it 'felt right'. This is not so much a moneymaking investment as a labour of love. Since 1992 they have bankrolled the regeneration of Rona’s natural heritage, combining reafforestation and conservation with the development of low-key tourism. The island now supports its own running costs. ‘If we can keep building on our current success, and keep giving visitors a taste of this wonderful place, then we’ll be doing well’ says Bill. 

However, success has not been easy. ‘Living here is sometimes tough’ Bill continues; ‘Winter can be depressing, with months of non-stop wind and rain. But there’s rarely time to get lonely. During the holiday season I meet different visitors every week. I make the most of them’. He is certainly gregarious, though to thrive in this environment it also helps to be comfortable with your own company. ‘I love the bright lights and big city in small doses, but whenever I’m off the island I miss the peace. People often ask how I manage out here; in response I just reverse the question.’ Most of us lack time and space to simply be. Not so Bill. ‘I think I’ve got the best deal’ he chuckles. 

With the weather turning glorious, we enjoyed a spin in the boat. Sunshine gilded the wavelets, seabirds taking flight at our approach. Bill named each species fondly. Over the next few days we made several walking circuits, ploughing through the undergrowth and climbing dozens of rocky summits in an end-to-end exploration of our temporary home. Needless to say, we saw not another soul. Rona wasn’t always so deserted; the scattered ruins of past occupation are now disappearing beneath the peat, as the island reclaims its own. Of several fascinating archaeological sites, An Teampull is not to be missed. Looking across a glass-clear strait to the neighbouring island of Raasay, this remote burial ground is oddly reminiscent of Inca ruins.

Our last evening was spent at the remarkable Church Cave, a dramatic rock fissure that once served the islander’s spiritual needs. Its hard simplicity encapsulates Hebridean life, the way that human affairs are of necessity fitted into their larger natural setting. Sat on a rough stone pew gazing out over cold water I reflected on the resilience of Rona’s former inhabitants. For us the island is a temporary haven, good clean fun - yet theirs must have been a constant battle against sky and sea. I shivered, and headed home for a hot power shower. Such are the privileges of a modern-day castaway.

Contacts

Bill Cowie, Island Manager, Isle of Rona Tel. 07831 293 963 www.isleofrona.com
Prices

Summer prices for the holiday lets are around £400 per week, much less out of season. The boat trip from Portree is £50 one way – not cheap for individuals or couples, but a good deal for larger groups.

