THE ISLE OF SGARABHAIGH
Scotland, Britains grandest and most remote of places has a magnificence

unsurpassed by any other region of the British Isles. It has a rich natural history and

 a proud heritage particularly in the Highlands and Islands.

Beyond the Scottish mainland to the west lie the Outer Hebrides a chain of 200 

islands stretching over 150 miles. They form the outer bastion of Scotland standing

staunchly against the tempestuous North Atlantic and have mountains that rise 

majestically to over  2000 feet. These secret islands are set in some of the most 

stunning remote and unspoilt environments in the world with over seventy two

 deserted white shell sand beaches to be discovered.

It is here that our island of Scaravay lies, nestling in the Sound of Harris almost 

half way down this magical island chain. 

Scaravay, one of the most easterly islands in the Sound, guards the Sounds eastern 

approaches, perched on the edge of the deep waters of the Minch, to the east, 

and the much shallower waters of the Sound, to the west. This location protects the 

island from the worst excesses of the predominantly south westerly winds that blow 

in off the Atlantic.

A small but interesting island extending to about 40 acres, it has the typical treeless 

grass and heather landscape,with hills, cliffs, shingle beaches and its own freshwater 

loch, which effectively makes it a microcosm of the main islands.

In the waters around the island there are Grey and Common seals who will often pop 

up by the boat to check out the visitors and as inquisitive creatures they will often 

respond to a friendly whistle. In late summer they use the rocks and beaches to 

sunbathe and give birth to their young. Both parents and pups can always be seen at 

this time of the year.

The waters also hold other surprises like Common and Harbour porpoises, 

Bottlenose, Risso’s and White Beaked dolphins as well as a wide variety of sea fish. 

In the wider Hebridean waters there are also many species of whale including Minke, 

Humpback and Pilot whales. Rarer but also periodically seen are Baleen, Sei, Fin 

and Killer whales. 

As you approach the island you can see it rising to over 70 feet with its small coves 

and rugged headlands. Cormorants guard the rocks and fish in the rich clear waters 

that are a feature of the sea around the islands. Scaravay, which when translated 

from the Gaelic actually means Cormorant Island, appropriately has its own 

resident population of cormorants.

The island is uninhabited and totally unspoilt and with this untouched environment 

comes a minor but relevant disadvantage as you will need nimble feet to take the 

fastest and most direct route onto the island. The alternative route is a beach

 landing which in good weather is fine but in wind could lead to damp socks 

on arrival. 

Once on land you can start to explore the island. The chances are that you will be 

somewhat hesitantly greeted by the small flock of sheep resident for the summer 

months and belonging to a local farmer. This marginal farming activity has helped to 

maintain the balance of grasses an heathers on the island for the last few hundred 

years and it is hoped will continue to do so. The flock is made up of older ewes so 

they need little help lambing as they wander the island like park superintendents. 

They have a habit of casting a glance in your general direction and then disappearing 

around the nearest hill only to reappear from the other side of the hill to see who you 

are and what you are doing in their “Park”.

Greylag geese nest on the island safe from predators and have deep nests in the 

peat to the south of the island. Many other types of seabird visit or nest on 

the cliffs on the north side of the island, species include Black Headed, Herring and 

Great Black Backed Gulls, Kittiwakes and Skuas. Many of the Tern family can be 

seen around the Sound along with Guillemots and the occasional passing Puffin.

In all there are said to be 310 species of bird that visit or live in the islands. A lucky

bird enthusiast may even see a Sea Eagle pluck a fish from the Sound as there are

 said to be increasing numbers of these splendid birds in the area.

The island and its location makes ’panoramic’ an ideal word for describing 

the views. If you look eastwards from the island you will see the beautiful Isle of 

Skye. Dawn can be spectacular as the sun rises over the Cullin Hills on Skye. The 

view south looks towards the Uists where the land is generally flatter than the

 mountainous Harris to the north. Their major asset are the breathtaking beaches 

typical of the west coast of the islands and the shores of the Sound itself. The view 

northwards onto Harris shows some of the highest mountains in the isles. They are 

often shrouded in cloud while the Sound and the islands enjoy brilliant sunshine 

creating the very atmospheric scenes for which the Outer Hebrides are famous. 

The weather can change several times a day, and with the associated light and colour changes there is a real richness to the land and seascapes. It is said that it is possible to experience all four seasons in one day as the weather can change so quickly. The waters can be calm and tranquil, shining blue and turquoise under the incandescent blue Hebredian sky one minute then in a moment they can become splendidly wild, whipped up by strong winds. But even this extreme experience leaves you in awe of the dramatic splendour of the scene.

Returning to our island, and reflecting on the features of the larger islands, we have our own standing stones. The main islands are peppered with standing stones, ranging in scale between the splendid standing stones of Callanish on Lewis down to our own un-named but dearly loved stone ring. Our stones were placed here by an earlier visitor to the island just as the Callanish stones were placed on Lewis and although the precise motive is not clear for either they demonstrate the hand of our forebears who have left their mark on this place. We can only reflect on their lives on the islands and ponder as we touch the same stones, these many years later.

We also have the remains of three bothy’s, which were rudimentary buildings intended to provide shelter for anyone staying to tend to stock. They were built on islands to house, primarily, the women who would tend the sheep and cattle and make butter and cheese to be taken back to their main home.

All of the islands have had peat cut at some time to provide fuel for their fires and Scaravay is no exception. While nature is good at replenishing stocks the scar of earlier peat cutting is still evident on the southern meadow. The peat in the presentation boxes comes from the south meadow area of the island.

It is a joy to sit on the island in our chosen vantage point quietly reflecting on things past and experiencing feelings of isolation, independence and continuity. You can close you eyes and imagine in your minds eye one of the many Viking long boats that plied these waters a thousand years ago, bringing their unwelcome visitors. You may even be able to imagine the gentle heartbeat of the island itself.

In its isolation, the island stood away from the battles of history, witnessing troubles and torment from a distance, steeped in its own peace. It did however, witness one great event much more closely. The islands are particularly famous for being the place Bonny Prince Charlie landed on 23rd of July 1745 to raise his rebel army in order to claim the British thrones for the Stewarts. After his defeat at the Battle of Culloden on the 16th of April 1746, he hid in the islands from his English persuers, and Scaravay saw him!  Whilst trying to find his way back to France, he travelled to Stornaway seeking a ship. It was this journey that took him north past Scaravay. The town elders of Stornaway refused him entry into the town and he travelled back south past Scaravay to Benbecula and Flora MacDonald’s house.

So had you been sitting on the east of the island, looking at the view towards Skye, a little over 3,000 months ago you would have witnessed the Bonny Prince passing the island. Finally, after several months in hiding, the Prince famously escaped Benbecula, crossing the Minch disguised as Flora MacDonald’s maid, Betty Burke,  giving rise to the famous Scottish ballad ‘Over the Sea to Skye’. This was the last sight that Scaravay had of the Prince who never returned to Scotland.

When you are amidst the peace and tranquillity of the island, our unchanging oasis in a rapidly changing world you can’t help but feel attune to nature. It is a place where time seems to stand still, a place of natural beauty where days are only measured by sunrise and sunset, a place of perpetual continuity. We can rest on the fact that our descendents will be able to sit on the island, in our special place, and see what we have seen, as did our forebears before us, a continuity rare in our modern world. This view is ours to leave and theirs to share as we have shared it.

So this is your island, which you share with a world -wide extended island family, each with their own interest in our spiritual Scottish home. Here it will remain unchanged for you, aand if you wish your children, and your children’s children. It clearly is a holding with a value well beyond its material cost, and a longevity, unmatched by any other present you may have been, or will be given. 

In closing would like to use a Celtic blessing, admittedly more Irish than Scots, but solidly Celtic none the less, to wish you all the best for the future :

  “ May the roads rise to meet you;

    May the wind be always at your back;

    May the sun shine warm upon your face;

    The rains fall soft upon your fields;

     And until we meet again, may god hold you in the hollow of his hand.”
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