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PAPAY, “THE BIG ISLE OF THE PRIESTS”

PAPAY, or PAPA WESTRAY
(ON Papey hin Meiri, The
Larger Isle of Papae (Celtic
clergy). The island lies to
the east of Westray, is about
7km (4.5 miles) long by
2km (1.25 miles) wide and
is generally low-lying with a
maximum elevation of 48m
at
the
North
Hill
(HY498550). Very fertile,
the island has been inhabited
for at least 5,500 years. Its
modern claim to fame is an
entry in the "Guinness Book
of Records" for having the
shortest scheduled air route
in the world, between Papay
and Westray, a distance of
2.4km (1.5 miles), taking
under two minutes flying
time!

Oldest house in Orkney
The island has the distinction of having the oldest
known stone dwelling in
Orkney.
The Knap of
Howar (ON Knappr haugr,
Round Mound, HY483518)
was protected by a thick
layer of windblown sand
and, like Skara Brae, was
exposed by a severe storm.
With walls still standing to
1.6m, intact doorways, stone
partitions, knocking stones
and stone benches, the
buildings are remarkably
well-preserved. Many artefacts were found during
excavation, including large
amounts of pottery of
Unstan Ware type, similar

Knap of Howar - entrance to larger house

to that associated with the
Orkney-Cromarty type of
chambered cairns.
The site was occupied prior
to the building of the houses,
as domestic midden lay
beneath the foundations.
Considerable numbers of
flint, bone and stone tools
were found, as well as bones
of cattle, sheep, pigs and
deer mixed with large numbers of oyster and other
shells. Limpets were present in huge numbers and
may have been used as bait
for fishing. Whales and
Seals were exploited and
many species of birds, especially the Great Auk, were
hunted. Evidence was also
found of cereal-growing.

Knap of Howar - knocking stone

The larger house was divided in two by a stone partition
and had a wooden bench, as
well as wooden posts holding up the roof. The rear

Knap of Howar - front of houses with entrances with larger house in foreground

area seems to have been the
kitchen. Two quernstones,
complete with knocking
stones were found here. The
smaller, slightly later house
was divided into three, has
cupboards in the walls and
had a stone workbench
against one wall. The layout
echoes that of the smaller
stalled chambered cairns.

Knap of Howar - aumbries & upright

The oldest dates from the
lower midden deposits were
about 3600BC, while the
most recent were from floor
deposits,
from
about
3100BC, suggesting that the
site was occupied for at least
500 years.
Knap of Howar - passage

Knap of Howar - larger house showing flagstone divisions
Knap of Howar - smaller house interior showing divisions and cupboards

Knap of Howar - interior of smaller house
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Knap of Howar - aumbry
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PAPAY, “THE BIG ISLE OF THE PRIESTS”
the Church is like a ship
pounded by the waves of life’s
different stresses. Our duty is
not to abandon ship, but to
keep her on course".

Papay from southwest, Vestness & Bay of Moclett in foreground, St Tredwell’s Loch in centre, North Hill in background

In the Bronze Age, the dead
were buried in small mounds
such as on the North Hill, near
the Loch of Hyndgreenie
(HY496539). On both sides of
St Tredwell’s Loch the
remains of the Gairsty Dyke
or treb-dyke (HY499505),
which used to divide the
island into the North and
South Yards in Bronze Age
times, can be seen.
Iron Age At the Bay of
Moclett the remains of the
Broch
of
Bothekan
(HY493497) are now completely covered in sand. There
are also extensive Iron Age
and later buildings and midden to the north of St Boniface
Kirk - very probably another
broch.

At St Tredwell's Loch a small
peninsula (HY496509) has a
large mound with extensive
Iron Age remains overlain by
later structures. There is an
“underground tunnel” leading
to a round structure. The tunnel is probably part of the
intramural gallery of the broch
that once stood here.
Early Christian sites St
Tredwell’s Chapel, which is
dedicated to St Triduana, was
one of the most visited pilgrimage places in Orkney.
The chapel seems to have
been substantial, with thick
walls and evidence of tracery
work. It is built on top of an
Iron Age broch, and later walls
and structures have further
complicated the site. Triduana

St Tredwell’s Chapel is built on top of a broch on a small peninsula
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was a nun who was said to be
part of a mission to Pictland
from Northumbria in about
715AD, and whose beautiful
eyes were so admired by the
King of the Picts, Nechtan,
that she plucked them out and
sent them to him skewered on
a thorn branch, to retain her
virtue over her physical beauty. She had previously established a medieval culture centre at Restalrig, Midlothian.
The chapel in Papay dedicated
to her was in particular a place
of pilgrimage for anyone with
eye problems.
St Boniface (675-754AD)
was a well-known English
missionary who worked mostly in Germany and the
Netherlands. In 722 he was
made Bishop of Germany
west of the Rhine and was so
successful that he was made
Archbishop of all Germany in
728. He travelled constantly
and was joined by many followers from England. He and
his followers were massacred
in Frisia in 754AD. One of his
sayings shows his great inner
strength, "In her voyage
across the ocean of this world,

At this time the Christian mission was spreading throughout
the Pictish Kingdom, including Orkney and Shetland, and
it is likely that the Papay Kirk
was dedicated to St Boniface
because of his renown, or perhaps after his martyrdom. St
Boniface Kirk (HY488526)
is attractively situated above
the shore of Papa Sound, on
the west side north of the
Knap of Howar. This complex site also has extensive
Iron Age, Pictish and Norse
remains. The existing church
dates substantially from the
12th century, having been
extended in 1700 and was
abandoned in 1929.

St Boniface Kirk dates from the 12th century or earlier

Norse hog-backed tombstone

The building became ruinous,
but this interesting old church
was renovated in 1993 and it is
again in regular use. An
unusual feature is the loft
gallery, which is reached by an
external stairway. It is the
only church in Orkney to have
survived the Reformation
intact and to still be in regular
use today, apart from St
Magnus Cathedral.

crosses have also been found
in the graveyard, confirming
the Pictish origin of the
chapel. The 11th century Norse
hog-backed gravestone in the
kirkyard has been linked to the
burial of Earl Rognvald
Brusison on Papay c.1045, but
it could easily commemorate
someone else entirely.

Interesting grave slab

Boat nousts are common
along the shore, as in Westray.
Good examples are at Cott
(HY499530), where most
catches are said to have been
landed, Nouster (HY498518),
where there is a particularly
large noust in a small sheltered
geo
and
Skennist
(HY496520), where there are

St Boniface Kirk is still in use after over 900 years

The name Munkerhouse
applies to some of the ruins
and suggests the presence of
monks when the Vikings
arrived, while another name
Binnas Kirk suggests the existence of an older chapel site
here, perhaps dating from the
mid-7th century. Two Celtic
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such as the elusive Corncrake,
which have been lost to other
parts of Orkney. There is a
colony of Arctic Tern on the
North Hill, accompanied by
Arctic Skua and a few Great
Skuas, as well as many
waders, Black-backed Gull
and Eider around the shores.

Holland Farm Bothy - folk museum

seven stone and turf nousts as
well as ruins of fishermen's
cottages. The last derives
from ON Skeida noust, a skeid
being a fast longship, or warship. This site is also very
sheltered and would be an
obvious place to beach a large
ship.
At
Holland
Farm
(HY488515) there is a fine
19th century farm steading
with an interesting circular
horse engine house, doo’cot
and corn drying kiln. The
main part of Holland House
was probably built for Thomas
Traill, a son of Patrick
Stewart’s chamberlain, who
“acquired” the estate in 1636.
Nearby stands the base of a
post-windmill said to have
been used until the 1940s.

The farmer has turned the
bothy into an interesting folk
museum.
Hookin Mill
(HY501512) on the shore near
St Tredwell's Loch, dates from
the 19th century, and is now
roofless, but the millstones
and undershot wheel can still
be seen. The poor head of
water meant it could only be
used at low tide.
Birds Papay is also famous
for its birds and the whole
north part of the island is an
RSPB Nature Reserve which
has a warden in summer, Tel
(01857) 644240. There is a
bird hide (complete with toilet) in an old coastguard lookout on Hyndgreenie Hill.
The old-fashioned agricultural
practices have helped make
the island a paradise for birds,

The birds are particularly
attracted by the rich maritime
heath plant community. This
is unique to Orkney and the
North of Scotland and results
from the combination of soil
type and the exposed situation,
with many dwarf forms of
normally larger species.
These include sedges and
herbs such as Dog Violet,
Primrose, Spring Squill, Grass
of Parnassus, Heath Spotted
Orchid, Mountain Everlasting
and Primula scotica.
Fowl Craig on the east of the
island (HY508545) is the site
where the last Great Auk in
Britain was killed in 1813.
The final one of all was shot in
Iceland not long after. This
large auk was common in prehistoric times, its bones often
being found in settlement sites
and it had last bred on Papay
in 1811 or 1812. The female

Holland Farm, a 19th century steading and Holland House on right, dating from the 17th century
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Fowl Craig is a low cliff where seabirds breed in summer, and the site of a foul deed in 1813

of the last pair had been stoned
to death in 1812. Both were
mounted for display in a natural history museum! The cliff
supports a small, but easily
observed,
colony
of
Guillemot, Razorbill, Shag
and Kittiwake today. It is possible to observe the birds very
closely here.
Migrants Papay is host to
many migrants, common and
unusual, in spring and autumn,
while during autumn and winter Long-tailed Duck, and
Great Northern Diver frequent
the bays. The lochs and their
surrounding marshy areas are
attractive to migrating waterfowl and waders. There are
several good vantage points
for observation, St Tredwell’s
Chapel being especially good.
The Mull Head is perhaps the
best spot in Orkney for seawatching, Sooty and Manx
Shearwater are seen in passing
in large numbers each year

along with good numbers of
Gannet, Auk and sea duck.
Richardson’s and Long-tailed
Skua are also recorded in most
years.
Beaches Like its larger neighbour, Papay has many attractive beaches. The Bay of
Moclett (HY490496) has fine
sands, as does the long beach
of South Wick, on the east
side near the old pier
(HY498520). There is a good
shingle and sand beach at
North Wick (HY500535),

while there are low cliffs at the
north end. The west coast has
alternating rock and sandy
coves south of St Boniface.
Walks On Papay nowhere is
very far away, but nevertheless a thorough exploration of
the island could still take several days. A visit to the Knap
of Howar and St Boniface
Church, taking in Holland
Farm and the South Wick
makes a good circular walk.
Those primarily interested in
wildlife should head for the

Stonework and midden eroding out of the shore at Munkerhouse
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the Skara Brae “street”, suggesting that the cairn may be a
“house for the ancestors”.
The
North
Cairn
(HY504523), an OrkneyCromarty type, rectangular
stalled cairn was recently reexcavated. Human bones
from at least eight people, a
substantial amount of plain
pottery sherds, animal and fish

Old pier at South Wick

North Hill and Fowl Craig,
while a walk around the South
End to St Tredwell’s Loch and
the Bay of Moclett is also very
pleasant.

Norris McWhirter (Guiness Book of
Records) and Jim Rendall

HOLM OF PAPAY On the
Holm of Papay (for access
information ask at the Coop),
there are three chambered
tombs, one of which is quite
extraordinary. The South
Cairn, or Diss o'the Holm
(HY509518), a Maeshowe-

“Golden Mariana” - Westray ferry

PAPAY
SERVICES

type cairn, has a chamber over
20m long with twelve side
cells, two of which are double
and all of which are intact.
The original height was at
least 2.7m and the chamber
oversailed to reach a ceiling
width of 0.8m, being roofed
with lintels.
On the southeast wall of the
main chamber there are several carvings of dots, circles and
other shapes. The entry passage faces southeast, in contrast to Maeshowe's southwest. No evidence remains of
any contents of the tomb,
which was first excavated in
1849. In 1929 the present protective concrete roof was
added. The narrow central
passage with its rows of side
cells has been compared with

Bay of Moclett at the south end - site of the Broch of Bothekan

“Islander” over Papa Sound

bones were found. Outside
were found some Beaker and
Grooved Ware pottery fragments. At the inner end of the
chamber there is a small cell,
which had been sealed up
early on in the usage of the
cairn. The whole structure
had been filled with stones
and earth plus some shells and
fishbones, before it was finally
closed up.

Diss o’the Holm is a very large chambered cairn with twelve side cells

The birds are only seen at sea
during the day. The Black
Guillemot, on the other hand,
is a confiding little bird, which
may be observed closely.
Teistie Taing at the south end
could also be named Selkie
Taing, as it is a popular place
for seals to haul out, often in
large numbers. The small
beach at Bay of South Cruive

is excellent for Groatie
Buckies and other shells.

PAPAY
ATTRACTIONS

Cup marks carved in the cairn

Holm of Papay - Tystie Taing and Bay of Cruive in foreground

The island has a large colony
of Storm Petrel and there are
also many of Black Guillemot
(Tystie), both of which breed
among the boulders on the
northeast shore. A late evening
visit to the Holm to see the
Storm Petrel flying around in
the grimlings, or simmer
dimm, is well worth the effort.
446

Getting to Papay The island is
served by daily return flights by
Loganair from Kirkwall Airport
at a special subsidised rate due to
the lack of a ro-ro vehicle ferry
service. Special reduced fares
apply for overnight stays, Tel
(01856) 872494. Orkney Ferries
operates daily from Kirkwall via
Westray. A feeder service runs
from Pierowall to Papay. There
are two direct ferry sailings per
week. See timetable for details of
timetables, Tel (01856) 872044
Where to Stay on Papay check
VisitOrkney or Islands of Orkney
brochures
Shop Papay Community Coop
Tours Papay Peedie Tours Tel
(01857) 644321
Car Hire Papay Car Hire Tel
(01857) 644202
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Knap of Howar
St Boniface Kirk
Munkerhouse
North Hill RSPB Reserve
Fowl Craig
Mull Head
North Wick
South Wick
Holland Farm
Hookin Mill
St Tredwell’s Chapel
St Tredwell’s Loch
Bay of Moclett
Holm of Papay
Diss o’the Holm
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