
Under Moorfea
22.7.1982

A warm bright beautiful day unfolded over Rackwick.
It was not a day to be wasted indoors. I wrote in my pad with a black

Staedtler pen, slippered feet up on a rough stone dyke.
Among the huge glittering curling combers on the beach, bathers hid

themselves—quick splashes, then out again onto the warm singing sand!
Then down to visit a kind house above the shore, in the evening. We

climbed home, late, up a steep grassy road, thick beset with ferns. A
little toad jumped in the grass. The sky over the hills was a red rose.

Such a delight, that kind of day in Rackwick!

* * *
Then to wake up, at six or seven o’clock in the morning, to hear the
howl of wind in the eaves, and ‘blatters’ of rain on the seaward win-
dow. It was as if a beautiful princess had become a loathsome old hag
overnight.

All day the grey haar hung over the valley. Sometimes it would thin
out, and there would be a scrap of wan sun. Sometimes it intensified
into rain. The plastic barrel at the end of the house was overflowing.
We sent the fire roaring up the lum, a mixture of coal, driftwood, and
broken peat.

We heard that the gale had all but uprooted two tents in the night.
Fields and sea and sky were half-dissolved in the grey seeping misery.
But we kept ourselves cheerful indoors with writing letters and small

impromptu poems, with the old Victorian card game ‘Happy Families’
and word games.

There was a heaped table and sideboard to dine and drink from.
In the evening we drove to Melsetter and were shown through what

must be the most beautiful house in Orkney—a treasury of gracious
stonework, fabrics, gardens, woodland, orchard, magnificently sited
between Longhope Bay and the Pentland Firth. (There is no space to
pay adequate tribute to Melsetter House and to Elsie Seatter, our kind
hostess—some day I’d like to have a go at it...)

The car drove back in growing intensities of rain—on the narrow
Rackwick road it splashed more like a boat than a car.

An immense dark cloud would loom ahead—and would turn out, at
a nearer approach, to be one of Hoy’s multitude of hills, rain-hung. We
circled the North-house fire, dripping.

Next morning, the sun was in the window again.
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Lure of the Tall Ships
26.8.1982

How quickly the golden sands of summer are running out!
There’s an autumn freshness in the air these days, heavy August rain-

spates, and shadows gather about 9pm, with moths and bluebottles.
Sunday morning began with grey drapings. But as we drove to Kirk-

wall towards 11am, there were patches of blue in the sky, and the water
under the Brig-o-Waithe was brimming full and bright from the sea.

In Kirkwall a large congregation was converging on St Magnus,
where the Moderator was to preach.

The little church where we heard Mass was brimming over too with
people, many of them strangers.

As we drove north to Birsay about noon, the sun had the sky almost
to itself—except to the north, where the high-piled rain clouds had fled.

It was so warm, we had a kind of picnic lunch in the courtyard of the
cottage, with Birsay tomatoes and Birsay farm cheese (to name only
two items), and we rinsed our palates every now and then with a sweet
white wine (but I know nothing about wines; I can tell a good ale or
beer when I taste it). And the talk flowed, and photos were taken from
many angles, even from the chimney of the outhouse next door.

It gloomed over suddenly, and in the gloom a random midge tickled
and bit.

As the car drew near to Stromness, we saw the two tall ships Marques

and Inca berthed side by side at the pier. And what masses of parked
cars! And what throngs of people!—It reminded me a bit of the old
Lammas Market of the 1930s, with preachers and candy stalls.

Nostalgia for a vanished age had brought half of Orkney into Strom-
ness. Stromness might have known ships of that grace and style two
centuries ago. (And of course it gives people a thrill to know that they
are actually seeing a ship that had appeared on the TV Onedin Line and
The Voyage of the Beagle, though why this should be is a question best left
to sociologists.)

In the yard above the harbour Dominique and Katia were sitting with
their baggage. The ferry had left at 3pm that they intended to catch at
6pm; they would have to wait till tomorrow. They were quite cheerful
about it.

In a little surge of frenzy the midges began to bite. And heavy
raindrops fell. We moved inside.
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