
rubbing shoulders with the likes of  
actor Benedict Cumberbatch, who 
got married in the village a few 
years ago and has a home there. 

Fellow thespian Jeremy Irons was 
born on the island and lived for some 
years in Cowes, popping back for the 
literary festival two years ago. 
Another actor, Celia Imrie also has a 
home in Cowes and, with character-
istic incisiveness, says that the 
island’s remoteness means that only 
people who really want to visit you 
can be bothered. 

But the island’s most important 
seal of  approval came from Queen 
Victoria, who decided eventually to 
escape the London crowds and lived 
and died at Osborne House, the 
remarkable Italianate villa created 
by husband, Prince Albert, who, 
with Thomas Cubit, designed its 
sumptuous interiors, balconies and 
landscaped gardens overlooking the 
Solent.

It is a must-see English Heritage 
gem, which has been kept almost 
unaltered from her period, and 
provides an insight into the life and 
times of  a woman who ruled a 
quarter of  the globe, yet still had a 
family of  nine children in her midst.

About a mile down the road, Sue 
and I visited the Queen’s village 
church, St Mildred’s at Whip-
pingham, where we were immedi-
ately welcomed by the friendly regu-
lars into the local hall to help judge 

the congregation’s ‘Banana Bread 
Bake-off  Competition’, a feat which 
required us to taste 10 slices before 
awarding the prizes. 

One of  our fellow judges was a 
former local doctor, who told us with 
a tongue fi rmly placed in his cheek 
that he had retired after six decades 
when he discovered he could ‘no 
longer spell the word aspirin’.

Such was the friendliness and 
humour we encountered throughout 
our island tour. Like some Conne-
mara hill farmers leaning on their 
turf  spades, we found people every-
where who were ready to have the 
craiq and spend time indulging in 
that long-lost mainland lifestyle 
choice – conversation. 

And what stories they told us: 
of  a (rumoured) secret Nazi 
raid on the Ventnor radar 
base that has been 
‘hushed up’ since 
World War Two; of  
the island being the 
most haunted 
place in Britain, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y 
r u i n e d 
K n i g h t o n 
Gorges Manor 
that had so 
many tragedies 
locals said it 
was cursed; of  
l e g e n d a r y 
banqueteer King 
Charles I getting 
stuck in his room 
window bars whilst 
trying to escape from 
magnifi cent Carisbrooke 
Castle before an executioner 
later removed his head.

Our encounters included born-
and-bred three generation islanders, 
‘caulkheads’ (named after their 
ancient skills in sealing, or caulking, 
the gaps in ships’ hulls) as well as 
mainland ‘immigrants’ who have 
settled there (‘overners’ in local 
parlance) for the huge beaches, tran-

quillity and sense of  community.
We also found history and natural 

beauty at every turn, particularly in 
the undulating southern coast. 
Food, too, was packed with local 
ingredients, including ‘the best 

burgers on the island’ at 
Tapnell Farm’s Cow Restau-
rant, a memorably tasty 
Full English Breakfast 
at Briddlesford Farm 
Dairy café and a sump-
tuous Ploughman’s Lunch 
at The Garlic Farm 
including, of  course, a 
roasted garlic bulb.

For fun, we also giggled 
over the once-banned saucy 

bum and boob pictures on the 
walls of  the Donald McGill 

Postcard Museum in Ryde and, 
on an even quirkier note, we 

toured the country’s only National 
Pooh Museum, which is based in the 
former public loos in a Victorian 
fort in Sandown and it blew the lid 
off  many bodily waste myths.

As I drove the campervan onto the 
return ferry to Portsmouth, we 
wondered if  we would ever return to 
an island of  so many fascinating 
faces and experiences. 

We certainly hoped so.

SOON after landing on the 
island, off  the 40-minute 
Wightlink ferry from 

Lymington, it was clear this was 
still England but a very different 
place and time, not least from the 
road sign that read: ‘Watch Out – 
Red Squirrels Crossing.’

A local had told me in advance 
what to expect: “We don’t do cities 
and all that hectic stuff. We just 
do that stress relieving feeling that 
hits you immediately and you fi nd 
yourself  breathing out with a 
soothing sigh... and going whoooof!”

It’s that same sense of  cares and 
woes vanishing like a banshee when 
I’ve headed West from the Dublin 
boat and, magically, the fi elds have 
seemed greener, the skies a deeper 
blue and the road empty and open.

Perhaps it’s that psychological 
yearning among all of  us to return 
to that childhood time when the 
world seemed so carefree and inno-
cent. As C.S. Lewis put it so aptly: 
“Some day you will be old enough to 
start reading fairy tales again.”

It may be only fi ve miles across 
the water, but the island’s pace of  life 

and deep sense of  being distanced 
from modern-day hurly-burly hits 
you like the soothing breeze that 
greeted my partner and photogra-
pher Sue Mountjoy and me as we 
rolled into our fi rst campsite in East 
Cowes in our hired campervan.

We were on our fi rst visit to the 
island, making a week-long tour of  
this 23-mile-wide green lozenge that 
is packed with landscapes, from the 
fl at fi elds, woods and rivers of  the 
north to the rolling ridges and 
chalky ‘White Cliffs’ of  the south, 
many gouged by steep gorges above 
sweeping beaches.

Our two-berth Bunk campervan 
had a powerful Truma heating 

system, a gas cooker, a sizeable 
fridge-freezer, a shower and a loo, 
and gave us the fl exibility to travel 
widely with campsites everywhere. 

We enjoyed blissful evenings on 
three contrasting holiday parks, 
woodland and farm sites across the 
island, as well as a night at comfort-
able Snowdon House Hotel, in 
Shanklin, for some much-savoured 
pampering.

No wonder so many eminent 
Victorians visited and even made 
their home there, from Alfred Lord 
Tennyson and Charles Darwin to 
Charles Dickens and Karl Marx, the 
latter who spent two winters writing 
some of  his epoch-changing works 
at a holiday home in Ventnor. 

More recently, the island has 
attracted the young and hip celeb-
rity crowd, notably for world-famous 
Cowes Sailing Week, but also as 
many as two million visitors a year 
of  all kinds for its glitz and glamour 
as well as its traditional bucket 
and spade resorts, notbaly Ryde, 
Sandown and Shanklin.

If  you pop down to pretty Mottis-
tone, you might fi nd yourself  
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“More recently, the island 
has attracted the young 
and hip celebrity crowd, 
notably for world-famous 
Cowes Sailing Week

“[Osborne House] is a 
must-see English Heritage 
gem, which has been kept 
almost unaltered from 
[Queen Victoria’s] period

Another emerald isle

Campervan
We picked the campervan up 
from Bunk Campers, one of the 
leading hire companies in the UK 
and Ireland with a range of 
vehicles, including budget 
campers and luxury 
motorhomes. Booking is easy 
and stacks of information is 
available to help you choose and 
operate the vehicle.

We chose a roomy two-berth 
Weinsberg Aero, which had 
plenty of space but was compact 
enough for the sometimes 
narrow island country lanes. We 
picked it up from Bunk’s London 
Heathrow base. There are 
further depots at Edinburgh, 
Belfast and Dublin. Aero prices 
start from £80 a night. Full 
details at Campervan & 
Motorhome Hire UK 
(bunkcampers.com)Tel: +44 
(0)800 0590 905  (Monday-
Friday 9am-5pm). Email: 
enquiries@bunkcampers.com.

Ferry
Wightlink run vehicle ferries 
regularly through the day from 
Lymington to Yarmouth and 
from Portsmouth to Fishbourne: 
https://www.wightlink.co.uk/.

Campsites and 
accommodation
Waverley Park Holiday Centre, at 
East Cowes: https://www.
waverleypark.co.uk/. Camp 
Wight woodland camping and 
glamping, near Yarmouth: 
https://campwight.co.uk/. 
Fakenham Farm, St Helens: 
https://www.
fakenhamfarmcampsite.
co.uk/. If you want a night of 
van-free luxury, try Snowdon 
House Hotel, Shanklin, http://
www.thesnowdonhotel.co.uk/. 
For island information and ideas: 
https://www.visitisleofwight.
co.uk/.

Food and activities
Osborne House: https://www.
english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/osborne/. Tapnell Farm 
Park: https://tapnellfarm.
com/. The Garlic Farm: https://
www.thegarlicfarm.co.uk/. 
Donald McGill Postcard Museum: 
https://
saucyseasidepostcards.com/. 
National Pooh Museum: https://
poomuseum.org/. Briddlesford 
Farm Cafe: http://www.
briddlesford.co.uk/bluebells/. 
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Where can you get fi erce craic and cracking characters 
just a short ferry ride from England? The Isle of Wight, 
a perfect place for a campervan tour,  JAMES RUDDY
reports   Pictures: SUE MOUNTJOY

Sue enjoys the firepit at the Camp Wight eco camping site

ISLAND LIFE: A spring sky frames a huge empty beach

ITALIANATE SPLENDOUR: Queen Victoria’s magnificent Osborne House in East Cowes

James looks nervous during a scent 
test at the National Pooh Museum

James at the world’s only commercial hovercraft 
service from Ryde to Southsea


