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The Blaskets
Europe�s most westerly sea kayak meet

By Martina Butler
"So you guys are going to go way over to the Blaaasket Islands in those little
boats and your going to sleep in lit tle tents  ...  by choice! " said our horrified
fellow American lodgers as we all ate breakfast at our Ventry B&B
overlooking a grey and misty Dingle Bay. The pair of tourists could not be
convinced of the wonders of a Sea Kayaking weekend on the magical B lasket
Islands that awaited us.

The Blasket Islands located South West of the Dingle Peninsula in Kerry are
the most westerly in continental Europe. 215 people lived on the islands earlier
this century but abandoned them in 1954 and now only a few Summer homes
are found on the Great Blasket. The plan for this sea meet was to paddle from
Coumeenoole, which provided the closest put in point and camp on the Great
Blasket; beyond that, the weekends adventures would depend on the usual
variables of the groups abilities and wishes and sea and weather conditions.

Declan Donnelly near Great Blasket

Saturday morning and the group of eleven paddlers and sole support group
member, Marie Keaney, are gathered above the beach of Coumeenoole. The
cool, dull and misty weather combined with a beach which is now beginning
to surf, makes us lose a bit of momentum. Paul and Eileen decide that it�s a
good time to tuck into bowls of Muesli, Stan shares a lament over his
unexpected discovery of a rare breed of nocturnal speed c op only to be found
in the South West. Eventually getting on the water is an unavoidable topic and
Mary suggests the beach at Clogher as an alternative put in point. Clogher had
been seen to be calm the evening before while Coumeenoole was still surfey.
The group didn't take much convincing on this new arrangement and headed
for Clogher.

"I swear it was lovely yesterday!" pleads Mary as we all look on in horror at
the gigantic waves moving in on Clogher Beach. We watch for a while and
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Symposium 2000
Baltimore, Co.Cork

October Bank Holiday and the Symposium Show heads for
Baltimore.  A huge amount of work has been put in by Brian
Ormond and he�s put together an excellent programme as
you can see below.

Long Island Yawl at the Fastnet. Have a sa il in her at the
Symposium.

We�re delighted to have some of Irish paddlings best known
names, Stephen Hannon, Robin Ruddock and Kevin
O�Callaghan to lead trips and give their advice.

On the water, there�ll be full day trips and half day trips in
both rough and smooth water. There�s a night paddle on
beautiful Lough Hyne and a chance to try Valley Canoes
and Greenland paddles and also a beginners trip for those
who have never paddled before.

On shore, there are lectures and demos on kayak building,
technology, whales, cooking and first aid while outside,
there are walks, sailing, diving and bird ringing.

Night time isn�t forgotten either but then, night time is never
forgotten at a symposium! We�ve two speakers on Saturday
night ¤ Dorena Tully on the Working Boats of Ireland and
our own Robin Ruddock on his trip to the wilds of
Patagonia. Sunday night will see David Walsh doing a table
quiz in the pub ¤ he�s been working on the questions for
months so you can bet that there�ll be some sneaky ones to
catch you out!

Almost all available places are gone so do get your
application form in as soon as possible. There�s a copy
included with the newsletter.  See you there!

DRAFT SCHEDULE
Saturday Sunday

Full Day Trip Stephen Hannon Full Day Trip Robin Ruddock
RNLI Exercise & Station Visit Kevin O�Callaghan Sherkin Island Walk
VHF David Hughes Camping nutrition and cooking Delwyn Klevenow
Cedarstrip Kayak Construction Willie Stedmond Sea Kayaking First Aid Paul Butcher
Cetaceans P.Whooley Island Monastic Settlements Kevin O�Callaghan
Beginners Diving Baltimore Dive Centre Half Day Smooth Trip David Walsh
Half Day Smooth Trip Marc Jegou Orienteering Race Kevin O�Callaghan
Half Day Rough Trip Seán Pierce Come and Try It Valley Canoes
Come and Try It Valley Canoes Bird Ringing on Cape Clear Steve Wing
Greenland Paddles Des Keaney Night Paddle on Lough Hyne Stephen Hannon
Beginner Trip Tiglin
Long Island Yawl Sail Liam Hegarty
Lough Hyne Hill Walk Declan O�Donnell

Evening Table Quiz David Walsh

Saturday Night Specials!

Working Boats of Ireland ¤ Dorena Tully   and A Paddy in Patagonia ¤ Robin Ruddock

Monday

Small Triangles
David Walsh

Half Day Rough Trip
Stephen Hannon

Half Day Smooth Trip
Des Keaney

Come and Try It
VCP Hill Walk

The Blaskets� Continued from Page 1
with relief notice definite lulls in the wave activity. Eventually the
boats are loaded and we're ready to launch. Timing is everything.
One by one we head out into the raging sea each of us convincing
ourselves that we've cracked the wave pattern code and a dry and
upright start to our trip has to be assured.  Man pitted against
nature and nature usually wins and so it was for us as the waves
managed to pluck a couple of paddlers from boats plus the odd
cap, map, water bottle, Lion Bar etc. etc.

After our exciting start we are travelling SW down the
mainland coast on a North making tide and make use of
the clockwise eddy at Duncaoin Bay to help propel us
across the sound. Conditions for this stage are perfect with
the sea bouncing along and the sun burning through the
mist. As we approach Dunmore Head, however, the mist
thickens again and the Great Blasket, despite its greatness
and relatively close proximity (2km) is nowhere to be
seen. We take a compass bearing and Des gives a couple of
good leadership instructions ... " stic k together and if we
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don�t see the island in twenty minutes we’re turning back. "
Just before time is up the Great Blasket does a definite 'peek a
boo' through the clearing mist ... Game on!  Shortly we are
near enough to see both pier and beach ... pier or beach; pier
or beach ... decision time again. The pier looks too much like
work, the beach looks easy; we head for the beach and the
unloading ceremony begins.

Perched above the beach, every tent has a room with a view ...
of the spectacular Atlantic Ocean backed by the undulating
Kerry coastline.  The late afternoon sees the more energetic of
the group head off to sea again for a circumnavigation of the
Island while the rest of us go walking along the islands now
overgrown roadways.

The walk provided us with fantastic views, the sight of several
dolphins feeding just off the Southern shore, a meeting with
the café manager/ island house restorer / builder/ hostel
warden/ tractor driver from Kilkenny with a distinct American
accent and the island weaver who now resides in a tiny stone
house by herself for most of the year.  As we admired her
equally tiny 2 by 3 ft. garden enclosed by wire meshing to
protect it from the islands prolific rabbit population she told us
that her brave little vegetable patch ha d been under attack by a
most unexpected force. ...  the Gardai!!!!  The Kerry Drug
Squad had seemingly decided that a large cannabis plantation
was thriving on the Island and duly hired out a boat for £500
to carry out a dawn raid. Nothing was found but o ne
determined Garda swiped a bunch of fennel from her garden
plot for "closer analysis back at HQ"!!!!

Birthday cake for Clare Crinion.

Evening now as we make our way back to the tents and we
spot the others making their way on to the beach. A good trip
by all accounts although a little 'bumpy' on the NW side.

Time for dinner and it's a case of Delia Smith watch out 'cause
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you 'ain't seen notin' like what we can cook up over one little
bitty flame ... well there is Chilli con Carne, Ratatouille,
Ravioli, followed by Carmel Squares and Rice Crispy buns
provided by our very own Sugar Daddy  ... Declan. Well,
Declans good wife really ... she's now on the SKA honours
list!! Our groups other no. 1 supporter, Marie, then produces
Swiss roll chocolate birthday cake with candles!!! to
celebrate Clare's imminent entry into the 30 something's
club. The chatting continues by the light of a single candle
until midnight   . . . nothing but rabbits to burn for a
campfire here!

A beautiful Sunday morning and the sun outs ide drives even
the laziest amongst us, i.e. me, out of our tents by 9.30 am.
The plan is to paddle to Inishtooskert .. the Sleeping Giant ..
just 5km to the NW of us and from there back to Clogher.
Again paddling conditions are perfect and as we skirt
between the Long Rock and Oilean Bui we hear the lonely
lament of seals basking on the rocks, camera shy they slip
into the sea as we approach them. Closer to Inistooskert and
we are joined on the sea by Puffins and Razorbills. As we
stare up at the steep flagstone sided island, the closet plastic
kayak coveters  among us,  volunteer the owners of same, to
make an attempt at a landing. We, the proud owners of our
"plastics" however, decline as we are not to be convinced by
the enticing words of the right hono urable Dave Walsh,
author of Oilean, being quoted to us stating that the "island
well repays the effort of landing" ! Are you sane Dave !! Get
your own "plastics" the rest of ye!!!

Martina Butler paddling towards a mist shrouded
Inishtooskert

We paddle to the northern tip of the Island and then turn east
for home. The sea rolls us along on its high back and an hour
and a half later we are making our approach into Clogher
Bay. The shallower sea creates an ever steeper swell  and as
we begin to let ourselves imagine what type of landing
awaits us at Clogher beach the chatter trickles off and hearts
pound a little more quickly .  The swell picks each of us up
in turn as though toying with us, deciding which one of us it
would choose this time for a dunking. Only when we are
almost at the end of the bay does it become clear to us that
the most protected NW end of the beach has only a gentle
surf and the sea was to let us away with it this time.

On the beach the sunbathers and tourists come over to us for
a closer look, they are envious of our adventure  ... imagine,
�You guys  have gone way over to the Blaaasket Islands in
those little boats and you slept in little tents overlooking the
wild Atlantic ocean ... wow !!!!�
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Rathlin
ISKA Advanced Meet 2000

By Mike Barton

�The humour of the North is puzzling, and I do not feel that I
understand it.�
                                             Sean O�Faolain (An Irish Journe y)

Rathlin, the largest Island off the coast Northern Ireland lies in
the North Channel, two miles across Rathlin Sound from the
great Dolerite cliffs of Fair Head and only fifteen miles from
the Mull of Kintyre in Scotland. (tempting for a future trip)
Cliffs often sheer form about ninety per cent of its inverted L
shaped coastline, around which flow some of the strongest
tidal streams and overfalls found anywhere in the British Isles.
Oileáin tells us ¤ Rathlin is a challenging paddle even for the
experienced, and careful planning is required. David Hughes
had agreed to lead the trip, and we were very grateful for the
preparation and organisation he undertook before hand. Trip
details including the all important start time were posted well
in advance on the ISKA Web Page, all we now needed was a
favourable weather forecast and the early indications looked
good.

Some of the group in Rathlin

Accommodation at the Sheep Island Hostel, Ballintoy was
available for Friday night ¤ bunkhouse or camping. A
contingent from Annalong decided to make use of the
bunkhouse at the very friendly and well run hostel. On our
arrival we noticed a large sign beside the bunkhouse which
said POOL. As we were getting established two elderly ladies
with towels and swimming costumes  enquired where the
POOL was? We informed them it was downstairs, however
earlier investigations had revealed the ladies would be better
off equipped with chalk and a cue.

A pleasant evening was spent in the Fullerton Arms Hotel then
back to the hostel for a good nights sleep. Five minutes after
the light went out and the room was vibrating like the engine
room on the Titanic, before it hit the iceberg.  Fergal was the
first to crack opting to sleep outside under the stars, Mike was
next and made his way downstairs for a secluded night beside
the POOL.

In the morning the remaining bodies all claimed innocence,
not hearing a snore and sleeping soundly.

By 8.00am Des Keaney has joined us for breakfast having left

Co. Wicklow in the early hours of the morning . At the
picturesque Ballintoy Harbour the team begins to come
together, a total of twelve kayakers including ISKA
training officer Mary Butler and local paddler Robin
Ruddock who brings a wealth of local knowledge and
experience. Earlier in the week the f orecast had looked
very promising with a high pressure system establishing
itself over Ireland, unfortunately it was now sitting to the
South West and the updated forecast was giving F 5 -6
ENE winds moderating later.

The plan was to leave Ballintoy Harbour  and use the last
few hours of the flood tide to paddle down to Bull Point at
the west end of the island, then along the north coast,
arriving at Altnacarry Head at slack, allowing us to slip
round to Portawhillan on the east coast before the
Macdonnell Race started to work against us. F 5-6 wind
against the east going flood tide was going to produce a
lively sea and marginal conditions for the crossing to Bull
Point. In the car park above the harbour paddlers were
busy with that perennial problem of fittin g all that vital kit
into hatches, giving the occasional nervous glance out to
sea which was indeed looking lively. A team photograph
and a call to Belfast Coastguard and we were off.

There was very little time to adjust to conditions as we
were quickly crossing the tide race which accelerates
around Sheep Island half a mile outside Ballintoy Harbour.
Keeping twelve kayakers together in these conditions was
impossible and the team rapidly split into smaller groups
for the duration of the crossing. Stories o f air strokes,
sliding down steep faces and bracing frantically into
breaking waves were shared when the team reassembled in
the sheltered waters below Bull Point. In actual fact the
demanding conditions lasted for about fifteen minutes until
we were through the race and able to relax and enjoy the
magnificent situation. East to the climbers mecca Fair
Head, west to Benbane Head and the Giants Causeway and
north to Islay and Jura.

From Bull Point to Ruecallen at the west of the island is a
truly spectacular location dominated by the unique
lighthouse built below the top of the cliff and with an
amazing concentration and variety of birdlife. Off the point
a strong tide race was churning away but closer in we were
able to paddle below the spectacular cliffs an d sea stacks
where countless numbers of guillemots, razorbills,
kittewakes, shags and everyone�s favourite, puffins nest.
The antics of the young guillemots was particularly
enjoyable, unable to fly properly they would flap their
wings frantically and bounce from wave crest to wave
crest, sometimes over kayaks and on the odd occasion into
them.

The north coast of the island does have a very remote and
exposed atmosphere, continuous dark cliffs with the

P
ho

to
: 

M
ik

e 
B

ar
to

n



Treasna na dTonnta -  Summer 2000

Page5

occasional storm beach. It was here that the master of salvage
came into his own. Robin paddling in close searching the
storm beaches for flotsam, and a very fertile ground it proved
to be ¤ floats, buoys and fenders of all shapes and sizes were
gathered and added to Robin�s collection.

Exploring the stacks, observing birdlife and collecting salvage
had slowed our progress with the result the tide had started to
ebb. This is not a problem on the north side of the island as it
always flows west ¤ east and by staying close to the cliffs we
were able to make good use of the ebb eddy, however this still
left us with the problem of Altnacarry Head and the
Macdonnell Race. As we approached the north east corner of
the island we could see the race was already charging past like
a big volume grade 4 river. Due to the l ack of any significant
swell we were able to stay tight to the headland where the
flow was not quite as strong. Ten minutes of hard paddling
brought us round Altnacarry Head past Bruce�s Cave and
Castle to the sheltered water and the slip at Portawillin fo r a
well deserved late lunch stop.

A relaxing lunch followed, in fact so relaxing we decided we
had done enough for the day and would set up camp for the
night. A very social afternoon was spent around the tents with
the old salts reliving and embellishing  previous trips, while the
close proximity of Scotland led to a variety of plans being
hatched for trips later in the summer. Conversation is thirsty
work, so the venue was changed to Church Bay. The fearsome tidal patterns of Rathlin

Rathlin� Continued from Page 4


