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ONE

On Approaching Uninhabited Islands

The garden was dry and sandy, with Scots pines and a view of the sea. An odd sort of rock circle within the trees was a ‘Roman camp’, my cousin told me. Every day was some kind of adventure: digging quartz crystals out of the cliff, descending into sea caves, capsizing in a tiny blow-up rubber raft. In the evenings, my father read to us before bed, something he only did on holiday as all of us could now read ourselves. I was seven years old, my sisters nine and five. The book he was reading was Swallows and Amazons. I was used to Enid Blyton; this book was different and much more realistic though ostensibly the same genre: four or five kids have a big adventure and outwit the adults along the way. But in this book, by a man called Arthur Ransome, the children had skills and they knew things I didn’t, things like sailing and rowing and lighting fires. This book opened up an entire world of competence I had only dimly perceived before. A whole world of freedom to go places alone, without adults, to the most exciting sort of places … islands.

Who doesn’t have a thing about islands? From Arthur Ransome and Enid Blyton via Robinson Crusoe (Defoe’s original as well as the 1960s Franco-German TV series starring Robert Hoffmann), Lord of the Flies, Mutiny on the Bounty, not to mention Tracy Island in Thunderbirds and, later, Papillon, Cast Away and even that Bear Grylls series where regular folk tried to be desert island survivors. Islands are just the best and most concentrated form that adventure can take – as long as they are small enough and uninhabited enough.

And the Lake District is full of small islands. Islands that I ended up thinking about in forty years of visiting the place while never once setting foot on one. By 2021, I had done my share of Wainwrights and obscure fells, I had camped and climbed certain classic rock routes. I’d spent New Year’s Eve getting lost in a snowstorm on Sty Head pass, but I’d never swum, paddled or sailed to one of the thirty-six islands in the Lake District.

So the mission was simple: visit these thirty-six islands before it got too cold and miserable or another lockdown happened. I had in my mind a plan to camp on quite a few, which I knew even without checking was strictly verboten. Going in the summer and autumn would provide the best chance of good leaf cover; a bare winter island is a bad place to hide out on.

Which brings me to the next thing, the subtext of the whole escapade. On the surface I was travelling about admiring the many islands of the Lake District, noting birds and nature and other such fine things. But beneath the surface, in the liminal zone where the low tide of the unconscious reveals itself through the strange flotsam that it leaves on the shore, where urges are given incomplete explanations, there, I was on a mission to find a potential bolthole come the next disaster after Covid. Possibly a nuclear exchange courtesy of a misunderstanding in western Ukraine? I didn’t know. But the unconscious knew; it knew that a deserted island in the middle of a lake, possibly full of fish, might well be a good place to hunker down while the apocalypse played out. So, on the one hand it was about a jolly jaunt around the summer isles of Cumbria, while on the other Mr Hyde was looking for a bucolic bunker to hide away in. Escape. Which I have been doing for most of my adult life in one form or another, just not from anything as potentially disastrous as a societal meltdown.

I’m a travel writer who has mainly written about journeying abroad. But my last book, Walking the Great North Line, took me up a dead straight route from the south coast to Northumberland, through forty or more ancient sites. I’d walked the whole way and learnt: a) most of England consists of green fields with nothing in them; b) people are 98 per cent friendly; c) stealth camping is stressful unless you have a buddy; d) there are still discoveries to be made; e) incongruity and weirdness are everywhere, including where you least expect to find them; f) our preferences don’t really change, but the reasons and alibis we provide do; and, g) Derbyshire is the banter capital of the UK.

I was quite late in singling out these particular islands for special attention; Wordsworth in his excellent and still pertinent Guide to the Lakes of 1835 wrote: ‘The lakes had now become celebrated; visitors flocked hither from all parts of England; the fancies of some were so smitten that they became settlers; and the islands of Derwentwater and Winandermere, as they offered the strongest temptation, were the first places seized upon, and were instantly defaced by the intrusion.’

How you manage the tourists – the defacers (excluding oneself in such considerations, of course) – in your head as much as on the narrow C-roads and in the carpark, is important. In Arthur Ransome’s books they are simply redesignated ‘natives’ and ignored, made invisible as natives were made invisible throughout the British Empire (though Arthur is in no way a conventional imperialist). It was a masterstroke that returned the Lake District to its true role: a backdrop to whatever fantasy we should choose to project upon it.

So important mission manuals or guidebooks for me would naturally include Ransome’s Lake District books for children, especially Swallows and Amazons, which is the one with the most islands in, including Wild Cat Island, the place I most wanted to visit; a place that occupied for me, I felt, the same emotional location that a much loved movie or pop star does for people who grew up fantasising about films and music, which I didn’t.

After all, who could ever forget, once read, the famous telegram that kicks off Swallows and Amazons? I’d even used it as a guide for bringing my own kids up (with inconclusive results): ‘BETTER DROWNED THAN DUFFERS IF NOT DUFFERS WONT DROWN.’

But now I was really going to go there, certain thoughts crowded in: did I need a wetsuit? And what kind, if any, of buoyancy aid? And was I, heaven forbid, perhaps a duffer who might drown? I had made long trips by canoe in Canada, but that was years ago. And I had always been especially cautious about lake paddling, having read a sufficiently large number of accounts of people who had drowned when trying to swim the distance from their capsized boats to dry land. Ransome’s best friend from school died after just such an incident on Lake Windermere, in a boat Ransome had advised him to buy …

I would start and finish with the islands, with their undeniable allure and endless metaphorical potential. Bound up with islands is the life of Arthur Ransome, the subject of three major biographies, the best two being Hugh Brogan’s The Life of Arthur Ransome and Roland Chambers’ The Last Englishman. Chambers has the advantage of never having loved Arthur as a minor god, a mentor, as I did and Brogan evidently did too. Brogan’s can be read as a loving indictment of Ransome as a charming man, a narcissist, and a man who never really grew up.* I recognise the Ransome I loved so much when I read the books, but I see his faults too. But on reading Chambers, you realise he was also a rather silly man and your tolerance turns to derision. In other words, you begin to rebel against your first teacher, mentor, father.

When you write a book it’s good to have some unresolved and real questions you want to answer hanging over you as a sort of motor to keep you going. This can’t be the main question posed by the book, to which you usually already know the answer (hence gaining the confidence of publishers, etc.). The object is not to find an argument to support one side or the other, which is what you do when you have already decided something, but instead to genuinely meander and mosey about, trying to get a perspective, a good look at the question. When you’ve had a long enough look the answer is usually obvious.*

One thing I decided to ponder upon was the notion of reaching a fork in the path of life. When and where do we meet them? Why are some irreversible (or seemingly so) and others mere happy diversions before we are back on the main route again?

One fork we encounter in middle age is the decision to either be more open and tolerant of others, or more closed and set in our ways. Put so baldly, it seems bleeding obvious that option one is the only choice. But it isn’t that simple. In the following book I hope to explain to myself why some don’t choose it and also how the fork is more like ivy or some kind of deciduous creeper that keeps coming back; that you have to keep clearing it away, it’s not like chopping down a tree, and it is the nature of the fork and its gritty everyday tenacious reality that makes it much harder to deal with than the theory suggests.

Another question, not really related at all to that of the forks in life, but one that seems to hover above the writing of Swallows and Amazons itself, is just how much of a pirate can we be in modern life? The billionaire founder of the Oracle software company, Larry Ellison, uses ‘being a pirate’ as an existential prod in his business life and indeed enjoins his employees to be piratical too. Having been involved in corporate training with that company, I can safely say piracy is pretty thin among the executive ranks that I encountered, who seem more interested in pay, promotion and early retirement than rum, gold and adventure on the high seas. However, anyone who sided with Nancy Blackett against staid Cap’n John in Swallows and Amazons must still have a lingering desire to be a bit of a pirate from time to time.* The question is, how much and when?

One of my best Lake District experiences was a family holiday when I was eighteen. We stayed at Loweswater, one of the less frequently visited lakes in the western side of the area. We rowed around the lake in an old boat and even landed on the lake’s one micro-island, which was very close to the shore. Yet when I looked at the detailed OS map I couldn’t see this island. Had I imagined the whole endeavour? Maybe we’d just landed on the far shore and it had felt like landing on an island to me, who had yet to become a connoisseur of island landing.

It seemed to me a further interesting angle of exploration involved looking at how we approach uninhabited islands. I don’t just mean the methodology, I mean the whole psychological experience. Approaching an inhabited island is one thing – you bring a whole boatload of presuppositions and received opinions with you, bulky as a hogshead of rum and a bundle of oakum. But what of the uninhabited islands, what resources do you have then? Or perhaps I just mean unvisited islands, the ones that we know nothing about. Until we land there.



* One characteristic of the narcissist is the nursing of a grievance. And for Arthur that grievance turned around the ‘theft’ of his library by his ex-wife. For Arthur really isn’t a scholar, someone who can use any public or institutional library as if it were his own; he is a childlike collector of books. I had seen this in others and their desire for books as objects, talismanic rather than functional, status symbols for those who doubt their own intellectual prowess but have observed and admired people who have such prowess. A library is seen as the tool they too need, the bit of kit that will win them the same attention. Ransome is very unlike the simple characters he portrays in his books …

* Perhaps mirroring the old adage that any problem is easily solved if it is defined clearly enough.

* You have to hand it to Ransome in giving the pirate roles to women – not just Nancy and Peggy, but also, later, Missee Lee in the tenth book in the series.
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