
[image: cover]


To Rob and Dylan


[image: title]


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Prologue

Spring Tides

Chapter 1 – Coming Home

Chapter 2 – The Sweetest of Bays

Chapter 3 – The King of the Sea

Chapter 4 – Diving In

Chapter 5 – Marine Conservation

Chapter 6 – Ocean Giants

Chapter 7 – Ramsey Bay

Chapter 8 – Success

Chapter 9 – A Future for Our Seas

Epilogue

References and Further Reading

Acknowledgements

Text Credits

Image Credits

Copyright


‘The amen of calm waters,

The amen of calm waters,

The amen of calm waters.’

Derek Walcott, ‘A Sea-Chantey’,
In a Green Night, 1962


Prologue

This is my earliest memory. I am three years old and I sit in the bottom of my great-uncle’s pot boat and take off the bands from the lobsters’ claws. The deepest of blues, they creak over the bilges with robotic limbs towards my father’s bare feet as he rows. Over the smell of the bait is the fresh, sweet scent of wrack on the shore.

This book has come from over twenty years of studying the sea and trying to protect it, and a lifetime of loving our other world beneath the waves. The sea is my work and my passion. I have been its advocate in situations where I must be reasoned, considered and evidence-based. But I am also seduced and obsessed by the infinite diversity of the sea, its breath-stopping beauty and capacity for surprise.

I have stood frozen in primitive fear as a basking shark, its granite skin dappled by sunlight, looms under the boat for long seconds. I have dived on our temperate horse mussel reefs, where the queen scallops are encrusted in golden sponges and the crimson squat lobsters wave their claws in the current, laughing with delight into my regulator. I have breathed deep on the bow of a scallop dredger in the twilight before dawn as we make our way to the fishing grounds, the crew on the deck smoking in silence as the sun begins to rise out of the dark, silver sea.

My energy comes from looking down into clear water through glossy kelp, studded with blue-rayed limpets, striped with iridescent blue; from swimming on my back at night making glowing wings of phosphorescence; from diving down into the magnetic blue beyond the reef; from drifting at speed past a carnival of coral in the company of mirrored jacks; from learning from a laughing fisherwoman how to find clams with my toes in the soft sand between the seagrass on a remote Indian Ocean shore.

Up until the birth of my son, eight years ago, I was a marine conservationist because I believed it was our responsibility to look after the planet and because of my personal connection to the sea. Now I am doing it for Dylan too. In Welsh his name means son of the sea or great tide and he is going to inherit the ocean I’ve studied and played a tiny part in trying to protect. He and his contemporaries are also going to inherit a rapidly and disastrously warming planet, a legacy to which I’ve also contributed and for which I want to make amends.

But there is hope. Through Dylan’s enthusiasm and sheer delight in the marvels of our marine realm, I am rediscovering the love of the sea that first captivated me as a child. It is impossible to walk on the beach with him without seeing something new or gaining a fresh perspective on something I’ve started to take for granted. The bright orange beaks of oystercatchers as they fly towards the sea, the emerald blobs of green-leaf worm eggs tethered to sand like tiny balloons, the whorls and shards of shell in white and pink and orange and blue that rearrange themselves on every tide. Dylan’s shock at pain or injustice has reignited my determination when it has become worn down. An unintentional glimpse of a photo of the Faroe Islands’ whale cull on a news website, the horror of the sea turned red with blood and the incomprehension that people have chosen to do this. And closer to home, the housing estates rapidly encroaching on the saltmarsh nature reserve where we walk, the building debris caught in the brambles and flapping from the tops of the hawthorn trees. In the windows of houses in our town – ‘Save our Bay’ and Dylan’s question every time we see them: ‘Is it saved yet?’ I hear myself saying, ‘Well, it’s not that simple’, weighed down with the balance that comes from the third of my life spent as a civil servant. But you know, it should be simple. We should be able to save our bays and our reefs, our waters and our whales. This sounds like such an old refrain but today we need it more than ever and I’m writing in the hope that this is the decade in which we do save our seas. And Dylan’s disbelief that humans could deliberately destroy their environment, and the rising voices of young people around the world calling for change, really does give me hope. I fervently hope that in Dylan’s lifetime he will see a transformation in the way we take care of our lifegiving planet.

I believe that the tide has turned.
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Exploring the sea in Port Erin, Isle of Man, aged four.


Spring Tides

If I crouch down low to peer at a citrus-coloured encrusting sponge at the furthest reaches of the spring tide, the largest tides of the month when the sea reaches highest up the beach at high tide, and retreats the furthest at low tide, the kelp stipes tower above me and I am transported. Not sea and not land, this is a netherworld of creaking holdfasts and the salt drip of a still-retreating tide. Though I’ve dived and snorkelled through submerged kelp forests and seen them as the ballan wrasse see them, I still delight in the enchantment that is the lowest of low tides. The long stretch of the kelp forest bends and bows and trails down the beach. Silhouetted against an evening sky it advances out of the ebbing mercury tide like an army of slick, long-haired warriors.

Spring tides can bring a sense of surprise, as if the subtidal world has been exposed unexpectedly before it could tidy itself away. It is the time when the rotund, jewel-hued buttons of cushion starfish can be found out in the open, not secreted under a rock, and when the fudge-coloured butterfish and sparkling dragonets are stranded in shallow pools, and gaze back still and astonished as you peer into their tidal retreats.
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Low tide on Spaldrick beach, Port Erin, Isle of Man.

I know that I have been very privileged to have dived in the cool, clear waters of the Irish Sea and around the world, and to have spent more time than most among the fish. But the treat of a low spring tide is an experience open to many more people and one that, when I’m there, I always wish that I indulged in more regularly. When I have the chance to be on the seabed, among the holdfasts and sponges, but breathing weed-tanged air, my connection to the sea feels stronger than ever.

These glimpses give us hope, as we see the diversity of life and the building blocks of a functioning ecosystem, a textbook food web at our fingertips. They give us joy, from spotting something we’ve never seen before; the purple frilled egg casts of a sea slug or the dazzling array of star ascidians, colonial sea squirts topped with childishly drawn flowers, like clusters of decorated cupcakes. The kelp itself is growing rapidly and converting carbon dioxide from our warming atmosphere to sugars which are stored in the kelp while it lives. When it dies and sinks to the deep seabed, the carbon can be locked away in the sea for aeons, helping us to reduce the impacts of climate change.

Down among the anemones, I am also reminded of the vulnerability of the ocean. Like the soft body of a hermit crab temporarily between shells, the sea is exposed to overfishing, habitat destruction, the invasive species we’ve spread around the globe and the accelerating impacts of warming seas.

But let’s return to the hope. For decades, one of the biggest challenges with marine conservation and climate change has been the lack of visual prompts to act. Seeing a rainforest burn or a beloved place lost to development provides a clear cue that nudges us to action, but what has happened to our sea and our atmosphere has been largely invisible. Spring tides give us a unique opportunity to connect to the sea, to nature and to our mother planet. We can stand, firm footed, on a little piece of seabed that may only be uncovered a handful of times in a decade. Once we’ve made that connection we are committed, and life will never be the same again. A cerise cushion star, a goggle-eyed goby and a cup-cake ascidian – a rallying cry in miniature for us all to change the world.
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Coming Home

‘Then you may go the earth over and see grander things a thousand times, things more sublime, more beautiful; but you will come back to Manxland and tramp the Mull Hills, in May, long hour in and long hour out, and look at the flowering gorse and sniff its flavour; or lie by the chasms and listen to the screams of the sea-birds as they whirl and dip and dart and skim over the Sugar-loaf Rock, and you’ll say, after all, that God has smiled on our little island, and that it is the fairest spot in His beautiful world.’

Hall Caine, The Little Manx Nation, 1891

It’s October 2003 and I’ve just made a tentative contribution at a gathering of marine conservationists that’s been met by an uncomfortable silence. There are about ten of us squashed into the front room of a terraced house in Douglas on the Isle of Man. Most of those present are volunteers supporting the marine work of an environmental charity and everyone is passionate about the sea. We’re about a kilometre away from the Irish Sea, on a little island right in the middle of it. The Isle of Man is a Crown dependency of the UK, like Jersey and Guernsey, so fiercely independent in many ways, with our own government and laws and our unique Celtic language and heritage. Yet constitutionally we are strongly linked to the UK, with the Queen presiding in the ancient capacity of Lord of Mann. Neatly equidistant between Britain and Ireland, we look in both directions.

Until my question about the group’s plans to promote marine protected areas, I’ve not spoken throughout the meeting, except to smilingly acknowledge the warm welcome from my colleague who had invited me to join the group. An experienced diver with an amazing knowledge of the Isle of Man’s marine life, he was the diving co-ordinator at Port Erin Marine Laboratory where I’d just started work.

There is a pause before someone gently breaks the silence to say that since things had gone so badly with the attempted Calf of Man designation over ten years ago, they had concentrated their efforts on other marine conservation projects and it wasn’t something they were actively working on at the moment. Around me the other sea life enthusiasts shift uncomfortably and nod their heads in agreement, some of them looking apologetic.

I was a little stunned. I’d just spent four years researching marine protected areas (MPAs) around the world. Known variously as marine reserves, marine parks, marine conservation zones (and many other word combinations besides), these are areas of the sea protected from fishing, development and other impacts, which allow nature to thrive and replenish surrounding areas. I’d corresponded with leading scientists to put together a review of how protected areas can benefit fisheries and the marine environment. I’d given presentations at international conferences and published in leading scientific journals. I may not have admitted it then, but a dream of setting up MPAs around the Isle of Man was probably one of the reasons I’d been so keen to come back to the island where I’d grown up.

I knew that the attempt in the early 1990s to designate an islet off the south of the main island, the Calf of Man, as the Isle of Man’s first Marine Nature Reserve (MNR) had been fraught with difficulty. I’d vaguely followed it as an undergraduate in the UK, hearing a little about it on my holidays back on the Isle of Man. But I’d had no idea about the scars it had left in the community. When I’d sailed back to Manx shores I was thirty years old, enthusiastic and almost evangelical about putting the theory I’d learnt into practice. I was also, inevitably, immersed in a very academic approach to marine conservation. I knew how to select the best habitat and how important it was to protect spawning areas and nursery areas. I knew (and had stated dozens of times in papers, articles and lectures) how important it is that you ‘engage the community’ and ‘work with stakeholders’, but I was only just beginning to understand what that really meant. I’d spent much of my PhD and post-doctoral research working with fishermen and fishing communities, going out on boats with them, learning about how they fished and interviewing them about the changes they’d seen and the challenges they lived with day to day. So, that’s what was in my mind when I thought about stakeholder engagement. And while working with fishermen is one of the most important keys to marine conservation success, I still had a lot to learn. The attempted designation of the Calf had created division and dispute, between fishermen, community leaders and others who felt they had to defend their traditional practices and way of life, and scientists, divers and conservationists who wanted to protect the remarkable biodiversity and beauty of the Calf’s marine life. It had become an example of how the most well-intentioned conservation plans can go awry and had left rifts between people. I wanted to use what I’d learnt about marine protected areas to make protecting the sea possible again.

It is hard to describe the enchantment of the Calf of Man. It is like a steep-sided chunk of the main island transplanted off the southern end, like an errant full stop. High cliffs surround it, and it is embraced by some of the strongest currents in Manx waters. It takes only about half an hour to get there by boat from Port Erin or Port St Mary but it feels like another world. It is often buffeted by strong winds, like the rest of the Isle of Man, but when it is calm the peace of the Island is almost palpable. The 250 hectares (less than two Hyde Parks or two and a half Sefton Parks) of the Calf somehow feel much larger than this. You can never really see the whole of the Island and it is criss-crossed with paths and sheep runs and for an occasional visitor it is possible to get disorientated, if not altogether lost.

This little island has a surprisingly colourful history. Calf is derived from its Viking name, Kalfr, meaning a small island near a larger one. It was thought to have been home to religious hermits as far back as the eighth century. A fragment of an early-medieval stone crucifix that was found in the ruins of a keill (a small chapel) there in the eighteenth century suggested its religious importance. The Calf of Man crucifixion altar slab, now on display in the Manx Museum in Douglas, is intricately carved in a swirling Byzantine style and could date back as far as those early hermits. The Calf was transferred between various owners over centuries and there were at least three attempts to introduce deer for hunting, none of which was ultimately successful. Rabbits abound though and it is grazed by loaghtan sheep, a tough, cliff-loving Manx breed of brown sheep with extravagantly curly horns.

One of the things for which the Calf was most notable over many centuries was its populations of seabirds. A Norse saga recounts how in 1014 a large party of Vikings (with over a hundred boats anchored off the Calf) was attacked by thousands of birds that in translation were called ravens. Two men were killed in the attack and the incident was recorded by the superstitious Vikings as a supernatural warning. It is now thought that those birds may have been Manx shearwaters which are thought to have been present in the tens of thousands historically. Manx shearwaters are found from the Arctic right down to the Antarctic and are largely considered an Atlantic bird. The size of the Calf colony is thought to have been the origin of the name Manx shearwater, but they were actually known first as the Manx puffin. They are small gull-like birds with a dark head and wings and pale underside. Like puffins, they nest on the ground in burrows and they migrate enormous distances. One Manx shearwater ringed on the Calf of Man was recorded again just fifty-one days later in São Paulo, Brazil.

In more recent times, the Calf has become best known as a bird observatory, with the only inhabitants often being bird wardens who stay for eight months of the year, leaving for the windiest, most desolate months of the winter. The wardens are now joined by volunteers and increasingly by tourists and staycationers, with the Calf being the only holiday option where you can leave the Island while remaining in Manx territory. It’s not just birdwatchers that book the sparse accommodation at the Calf now. It has become popular for family holidays and has even been known to host an occasional, unusual hen night.

For a long time, the biggest immediate threat to ground nesting birds like Manx shearwaters was the Calf’s once thriving population of brown rats, thought to have originally colonised from the wreck of a Russian ship in 1786. Rats inhabit a special place in Manx superstition. Some of the old Manx people thought that it was extremely bad luck to say the name of this common rodent and it has evolved numerous alternative names – long tail, ringie, R-A-T, queerfella and various responses to hearing the real name spoken, including whistling and knocking on wood. Before the arrival of rats on the Calf of Man, Manx shearwaters were reported to have thrived and the population was believed to have been the largest in the world at the time. An ambitious rodent elimination programme led by Manx National Heritage who own the Calf of Man started in 2012 and has successfully controlled rat populations and allowed the Manx shearwater to recover from a handful of nesting pairs to over 600 in recent years.

In 1990 the Isle of Man Government introduced the Wildlife Act, a significant piece of legislation which afforded legal protection to birds, marine mammals like grey seals and minke whale, turtles, basking sharks and the rare marine plant eelgrass. The Act also allowed the designation of Areas of Special Scientific Interest, National Nature Reserves and Marine Nature Reserves.

In 1990 I was seventeen and in sixth form in Ramsey in the north of the Island, taking A-levels in sciences and English literature and hoping to study biology at university. The long sandy sweep of Ramsey Bay was a backdrop to after-school chats with my friends at the end of the stone piers that mark the entrance to the harbour, and for the occasional night-time swims in the planktonic phosphorescence after the pub had closed. The previous year I’d done my work experience at the Port Erin Marine Laboratory, an internationally renowned research centre which was part of Liverpool University. The laboratory had a long history of fisheries research and advising the government with fisheries management, but in the late 1980s some of the scientists began to get more involved in the local marine management side of things and in promoting marine conservation. These marine biologists were instrumental in setting up the Calf Marine Trust, a group made up of scientists and members of the local community, to investigate protecting the Calf of Man. The Trust had a wide range of members with different expertise, including local community leaders. In 1992 the Calf Marine Trust put together a detailed and ambitious proposal for protecting the Calf as the Isle of Man’s first Marine Nature Reserve.

The Calf of Man Marine Nature Reserve proposal outlined a suite of protection measures, including banning dredging and trawling for fish and shellfish within a 500-metre radius of the Calf. It also proposed allowing pot fishermen to continue to fish but to limit new potting activity and outlined measures to prevent disturbance of pupping seals and nesting birds. The plans were focused on preserving the Calf’s spectacular marine life.

In the scientific surveys which informed the proposals, divers had recorded 449 species of animals and plants in total, 95 of which were considered of conservation importance and 30 which had never been found before in Manx waters. When compared to other sites in Scotland and Northern Ireland where similar surveys had been carried out, the diversity of the Calf of Man came out on top. During those surveys two glamorous new species of nudibranchs (sea slugs) were discovered. Doto sarsiae (these creatures are still a little too new and a little too niche to have common names yet) has a pale pink body with red speckles and its back is covered in flamboyant fluffy pink branchial plumes (external lungs for gathering oxygen). It has very specific requirements, feeding on a particular species of hydroid (a plant-like animal) called Sarsia eximia that lives on kelp stipes and rocky reefs in areas of high current. Doto hydrallmaniae is a little less striking, with a similar pale body speckled in red, but its branchial plumes are a khaki colour. It is no less fussy and only feeds on one species of hydroid, Hydrallmania falcata. Both species have since been discovered elsewhere but for a few years they were the Island’s only endemic species (known only from there).

When I first read the Calf of Man survey reports I hadn’t dived around the Calf myself. The lists of species were impressive and the photographs of the wispy strands of hydroids and ghost-like nudibranchs piqued my curiosity, but gave no sense of the spectacular, technicolour reefs I was missing out on. Beyond their scientific interest, the walls, caves and pinnacles of the waters around the Calf are well known as recreational dive sites and the Calf of Man is often named in top tens of dive locations in the Irish Sea, the British Isles and even Europe.

The Calf underwater is best known for its psychedelic walls of what is sometimes called animal turf, a phrase which somehow doesn’t capture what a spectacle it can be. This fluffy covering of encrusting creatures leaves no visible trace of the underlying rock surfaces and creates seascapes of colour and vibrancy comparable to tropical coral reefs. The Manx slate that makes up most of the Calf’s geology plunges on down from the steep cliffs and forms almost vertical underwater walls, scoured by roaring currents. These walls are encrusted on every centimetre with seventies-coloured assemblages of jewel anemones, bright sponges and other colonial animals like sea squirts and hydroids. On less steep surfaces more complex structures reach out into the currents to catch passing plankton. The white and orange protrusions of dead men’s fingers are undeniably like hands. These soft corals look delicate and coral-like when they have their polyps out feeding on plankton from the current, but more macabre when their polyps are retracted and they are waxy white and a little bloated-looking. On other sloping surfaces are meadows of oaten pipe hydroids. These delicate structures are so like flowers it is difficult to believe they are animals. In the sea, stalked and rooted things that bloom and blossom are so often animals, it is easy to mistake them.

And it isn’t just an exuberance of invertebrate life waiting to be discovered in these waters. While you dive among these living kaleidoscopes of colours and patterns, you are often accompanied by inquisitive grey seals. Some just hover and swirl gently in the background and you only see them when you get that feeling of being watched. Turn around quickly and you will catch them for a moment before they swim nonchalantly away, their enormous cartoon eyes meeting yours, a little sad that they’ve been caught, but unrepentant. Others are much more boisterous, the ones that divers talk about in pubs and feature in online videos that go viral. They wrestle with your dive fins (yellow ones are supposed to be particularly favoured, which I can confirm from personal experience). They nudge and pat and make sudden changes of direction that start the water swirling around both diver and pinniped (the seal and walrus family which can all spend extended time on land as well as in the sea). In some cases they’ve made swipes at masks, which is where it starts getting more alarming. But my experiences with the Calf’s curious seals have only been good and they are some of the closest encounters with nature I’ve had, leaving me with a strong sense of the mischievous personalities of these creatures.

The Calf is a haven for seals. The best place to watch them from land is at the Sound, the southernmost tip of the Isle of Man that looks south over the Calf. On Kittlerland, a rocky islet about 500 metres across, up to a hundred seals (usually grey seals, but with the occasional common seal) can be hauled out at any one time at low tide. When you first look out to sea from the rabbit-grazed turf above the rocks you might think you’d missed them. But look closer and you see their dark shapes, speckled with lighter patches so similar to the barnacles that freckle the dark rocks they favour. They shuffle together, nudging each other, sometimes companionably, other times less so. Those who have found small rocks to perch on as the tide retreats curl up at each end like bananas, leaving only their middle in contact with the rock. They gaze around, flapping the occasional flipper or scratching their heads. Seals are often described as dog-like, with their big eyes and playful behaviour underwater. Like many animals that live part of their time in air and part in water, they suffer from the indignity of appearing flabby and uncoordinated on land, shuffling about on their bellies to get comfortable, and rolling a little from side to side as if they can’t quite get balanced. But underwater they are torpedo-like. Fast, sleek, streamlined and gone in a flash.
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Grey seals around the Calf of Man, camouflaged on the rocks.

Around the quiet coves and beaches at the bottom of steep cliffs are seal nurseries. The Calf offers a wealth of undisturbed beaches and caves where they can birth their pups and leave them safely while they hunt for food and come back to feed them. White-furred baby seals are well known from posters and wildlife documentaries but in real life they surprised me. They are ridiculously fat and fluffy. Their mothers feed them up on the richest of milks for two to three weeks, setting them up for fending for themselves in our cool waters. They seem unfortunately conspicuous, with their white fur, but then when you see them on the beaches among quartzy pebbles and pale grey slate, their bright fur makes more sense.

It’s not surprising that there were strong feelings over proposals to change anything about the magical Calf of Man, and the debate over the proposed Marine Nature Reserve was fierce. It is a place beloved by the people of the south of the Island, and highly esteemed by scientists. After years of public meetings and press articles, the proposal to protect the Calf of Man was abandoned. There are various narratives around what happened, but in short, a draft consultation version of the management plan was submitted to the government for consideration in 1991. At the time there was no capacity in government to deal with marine conservation and the document was put out to the public without any resource to help people understand the proposals or put forward their views. It seems that it was therefore seen by many as an idea by the non-Manx scientists at the marine laboratory that aimed to curtail the fishing activities of Manx fishermen. There were vocal and passionate advocates both for and against the plans and the discussions became heated. Without any mediation or government intervention it became an entrenched argument based largely on opinion, rather than informed by any bigger picture. After a voluntary Marine Nature Reserve was proposed instead of a legally protected designation, the issue eventually seemed to fizzle out, leaving a lot of people feeling aggrieved and alienated. It became a case study in how not to establish a protected area and highlighted the importance of investing time and resources in working with a community to make changes that will affect their way of life. But at least it highlighted the value of the Calf of Man and its marine life to the wider population.

Staff moved on from Port Erin Marine Laboratory and for a number of years no one working in the government or with the Manx Wildlife Trust was specifically focused on marine conservation. A parallel process, however, was having more success. In 1989 a scientist at the laboratory, Dr Andy Brand, had been studying the local king scallop fisheries for over twenty years. King scallops are large bivalves (two-shelled molluscs) that live on the seabed. They have one curved white shell (the ones that were used as ashtrays years ago) and one pink or brown flat shell. The old Manx fishermen didn’t really fish for scallops and they weren’t a popular food, until the 1930s and ’40s when the fishery began to develop. But by the 1980s, it was a thriving part of the fishing industry on the Isle of Man. Because king scallops spend most of their lives snuggled down into the sand and gravel of the seabed, curved side down and flat side flush with the ground, they can’t be fished using the trawls used for catching many species of fish. Instead, racks of strong metal teeth known as dredges are used to rake the king scallops off the seabed, along with everything else. It is a devastating process and one which, like many practices that continue to destroy habitats and lay waste to ecosystems, would not be developed as a new fishing technique today but had become accepted over time. Dr Brand and his team led pioneering work on the impact of this dredging on the seabed ecosystem and he worked with the government to get permission to close a small area of sea off Port Erin Bay to scallop dredging to provide an unfished comparison site to the areas that were regularly dredged. At the time, this was unpopular too and the area was regularly challenged by a small minority of disgruntled fishermen. However, because the area was closed for experimental purposes, the scientists, supported by the government, prevailed. Over the years the scientists at Port Erin Marine Laboratory worked with local fishermen, sharing their research results which showed increasing densities of king scallops in the closed area, spilling out into the surrounding fishing grounds. At the same time, the fishermen themselves gradually began to see an increase in the numbers and size of scallops just outside the closed area and would often fish right up to the boundary of the closed area to benefit from those scallops. Support for the scheme among the initially reluctant local fishermen began to grow.

In 2000 Dr Susan Gubbay, a well-known marine consultant based in the UK, was commissioned by the Manx Wildlife Trust to review potential sites for Marine Nature Reserves in the Isle of Man. Along with twelve other sites, she identified the Calf of Man as important, and described its rich and varied fauna and the wealth of internationally and nationally rare species. But, with the memory of the acrimony over the failed Calf designation still fresh in many people’s minds, and with limited resources for marine conservation, nothing came of Dr Gubbay’s excellent report.

So, this is where things were when I returned to the Island from studying and working abroad, brimming with enthusiasm about how effective marine protected areas could be to nurture marine life and help fishermen. There was the backdrop of the disappointing failure of communication and engagement in the Calf and the associated local tension and debate. However, there was also one emerging success with the Port Erin Closed Area which was yielding important science and gradually bringing the fishing industry on board with the concept of marine protected areas. But I had more driving me besides that. The Island was my home, and that of my ancestors (on one side at least) for many generations; it had shaped me in ways I was constantly discovering and I’d returned much sooner than I’d ever have imagined. The magnetic pull of islands on their escaped islanders seems to be a universal experience, wherever those islands are. You may spend years complaining about your limited horizons, the small scale of everything, the gossip and the inconvenience of travel. You will study or work hard to create your own particular escape route, but eventually you will return.
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