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Land ahoy!
My flying has been driven by the question: 
“What’s over the horizon?” 

The answer lies in my logbook: in over 
1000 flexwing hours there are the names 
of 346 different airfields in 11 countries. 

For me there is nothing more enticing 
than a small island on that horizon. I’ve 
fallen for the temptation on 29 occasions, 
starting with the Isle of Wight – an 
exciting three miles for a first-timer en 
route to Spamfield.

Since then, there’s always been the 
tight-chested coasting out and the 
relaxing exhalation of coasting in, and 
always a tension and a heightened 
alertness as I progress through the “Safe 
to turn back”, “With luck might swim it” 
and “Press on and Pray” waypoints. There 
is also great satisfaction in taking the path 
less trodden. 

Here’s my pick of a dozen landable 
islands for practical pilots. Most meet my 
criteria that small is beautiful – a principle 
that microlight pilots presumably share. 
I hope they’ll spur your imagination and 
focus your planning over the coming 
winter, for next year. 

Above Approaching Foula, Shetland – 
number one on Andy’s list

12 Lundy – 11 miles off North Devon
Multiple bangs for an easy buck here. Perfectly formed, on top of 400ft 
cliffs falling into clear water. Well cared for by the Landmark Trust. Church 
and lighthouse to explore, and the wonderful Marisco Tavern. Camping 
available. Runway 24 has a very bumpy first section, so land long. First-
timers can hitch a ride to the Cornwall Flying Club’s Fly-in at the end of 
July.

11 The Scillies – 27 miles 
past Cornwall
Billed, rightly, as the UK’s most tropical islands. 
At the end of the Land’s End Transit Corridor, so 
you need not feel too lonely as you fly past rocks, 
reefs, wrecks and lighthouses. The main town is 
in easy reach of the clifftop airfield on St Mary’s 
(September’s MF airfield of the month – Ed). Regular 
boats to other islands. Difficult to find last-minute 
accommodation in the summer season.  

9 Ameland – one of a chain along the 
north coast of The Netherlands
This is one of a long chain that starts after 220 miles following the 
coast north from Calais. The two Dutch islands (Texel is the first) are a 
worthwhile payoff. The rest are German and, unstated in such as Pooleys, 
have a historic ban on flexwings, although they were not that fussed 
when I turned up in 2012.  Ameland has a large grass airstrip, and the 
locals are very friendly. 

Journeyman Balladeer Andy Oliver  
shares his top 12 island destinations
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10 Alderney – 55 miles from Portland Bill
Small and beautiful in its own right. Worth considering as a stop en 
route to enter France at Cherbourg. Easy walk through St Anne to Braye 
Harbour. An additional advantage is tax-free mogas. Open to anyone 
with a radio, transponder and the confidence to do the right thing in 
Class D airspace. I did it in my C42 syndicate days but not Guernsey, 
which is an add-on option under the same ATC, but with more tourists 
and bigger airliners. 
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The Orkneys: an 
achievable achievement 
for a UK pilot
THE Orkneys offer eight good fields, with only Eday having just a 
single graded gravel option. 

There is not much over-water time once you get there, but 
getting there across the Pentland Firth often presents low cloud and 
bad vis, close to VFR minima. Locals tell me that when the inbound 
coastal route from Inverness to Wick has cloud cascading from hill to 
sea, Pentland Firth is a challenge. you can make it easier if you can 
keep to the west of the coastal hills. 

Wick is your only local option if you get weathered-out. It’s worth 
mentioning that Knockbain Farm (12 miles NW of Inverness) is an 
alternative refuge if you get caught on the way in or out. 

East Fortune, on the south of the Firth of Forth, is the best entry 
point to Scotland itself: a true centre of excellence and source of 
assistance and advice of the highest order.

The six Orkney Council airfields can be had via a day permit of 
£25. Indemnity and PPR forms are on the website, orkney.gov.uk/
Service-Directory/T/airfields.htm. HIAL’s Kirkwall charges £20.50. 
There is a ban on movements 15min either side of a scheduled 
service. Kirkwall likes you to take a basic service when in the air.  

The weather up there follows none of the rules familiar to us 
southern softies. It can get very windy at short notice, so strong that 
one person cannot handle a derigging. Fortunately, one Sunday I 
received divine assistance – from the passing vicar. 

Base your trip on Lamb Holm. It gets a top rating for very practical 
reasons, as it is all runway, with options for all winds. The first half of 
15 is very steep, so land at the intersection if you can. 

There’s good shelter by the hangars, and owner Tommy Sinclair 
is a legend in every sense. He is fighting a personal battle against 
the tightening hand of the local council, and supports pioneering 
visitors in every way. It’s the best place from which to fly the 
Orkneys, or to run for cover to sit out incoming weather. 

These are blessed isles, and the ultimate destination for island 
touring in the UK. 

Lamb Holm: The best touring  
airfield for island bagging in the UK

4 Anholt – about 30 
miles from Sweden and 
Denmark on either side
My first impression of this Danish island 
(570m from Calais) was as of a manta ray in a 
blue sea. Sand and scrub, with a long grass/
firm sand strip on the south western bulge. 
Denmark is very good for touring. you will 
need to get your documentation approved, 
and there was an inspector lying in wait 
when I added Anholt to my list. About 65 
miles to the south west is the larger island of 
Samsø, which also deserves a “like” for the 
welcome and attitude of its good-humoured 
owner. 

5 Col – six miles from Mull in western 
Scotland
Only 25 miles on from the justly praised Glenforsa Hotel by the 
Sound of Mull. Col is a sheltered strip, and has an unlocked terminal 
shed with a toilet. Coll and Colonsay (Number 3 overleaf) need PPR 
via phone from Oban. Oban also covers the Isle of Bute. 

you will need to complete the request for an out of hours permit 
via obanandtheislesairports.com. The insurance minimum is £2M, 
but your insurer may well provide this on a temporary basis at no 
charge. 

It’s worth knowing the Islander schedule, since the hardstanding 
area on both Col and Colonsay is very tight. you can hop to the 
Outer Hebrides from here. Tiree and Islay are easy catches, and are 
bigger airfields with more facilities. 

6 Fair Isle – mid point 
in the 60 miles of sea 
between the Orkneys and 
the Shetlands
A dramatic three-mile island and home for 
some 50 people. A real sense of achievement 
to finally get there on my fifth attempt, due 
to the rarity of wind and weather being 
favourable. 
Very unattractive field: a barren strip of 
broken stone between hard hills. No facilities 
apart from a terminal shed, but sheltered 
from the west wind. Lovely harbour a mile 
away. Not the place to get stranded.  

7 Barra – the beach airfield 
in the Outer Hebrides
Barra is a big island, and included here for the 
novelty of an airport that uses the beach. you 
will stir up a lot of spray from ground water. 
Call ahead to ensure alignment of your arrival 
and departure with the tide. 

This and the other Western Islands are run 
by Highland & Island Airports – HIAL. The 
standard landing fee is £21. 

The other beach strip out this way is Sollas, 
at the top of North Uist. It’s very worth flying 
the entire length of the chain, although the 
airports at Benbecula and Stornoway are 
not attractive in themselves. The other exit/
entry point is Plockton, transiting in and out 
over Skye. Broadfoot strip, on Skye, has no 
aesthetic value whatsoever. 

8 Ile d’Yeu – 11 miles off the French 
coast, south of the mouth of the River 
Loire
A rather exclusive resort, with many twins coming and going, 
delivering the French elite. A walkable beach and a lively port within 
a short taxi ride. Can be windy, as the sea breeze rises, so go out in 
the morning. In the afternoon I stood by my flexwing with the bar 
lashed to the wheel struts on both sides and pointed into wind, and 
watched her ride a good 25mph of wind for over two hours. I was 
able to get away in the early evening, and clocked 129mph over the 
ground at 6000ft on the way back.
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2 Westray – an Orkney island with 
the runway threshold 150 yards 
from the sea
This is a favourite of mine, providing a great lunch spot on 
a day spent floating over the Orkneys. Very remote, leading 
to a sense that you are on the edge of the known world. The 
flight from here to Papa Westray, at two miles, is the shortest 
commercial service in the world.

3 Colonsay – seven miles off both 
Jura and Islay in western Scotland
I just love a strip by the beach, but the prevailing wind is 
likely to bring you in from landward. Easy walk to the beach 
or, if you have your clubs, the golf course. Otherwise, very 
remote, which is how I like it. The notes on Number 5, Col, are 
relevant.

1 Foula – rising 
from the north 
Atlantic, 15 miles 
west of Shetland
Ranked top of the list due to 
the dramatic views as you 
approach. A green and brown 
jewel, often capped with 
scattered cloud and set in a 
blue sea and sky. 

Real sense of achievement 
as you park in the car park and 
make a brew, although a very 
stony, crested runway. I suffered 
stone damage to the prop 
on the way out. There was a 
noticeable change of noise, but 
no apparent performance loss 
as I hung about and thought 
it through. Then I stepped up 
and out to Fair Isle. For me, the 
risk of repair was more than 
outweighed by the thrill of 
visiting this UK island that is 
further north than Bergen in 
Norway.
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