Notes on Working at Camas

Camas is a beautiful and unique place; being here can be hugely enriching and enjoyable, and it can also be challenging. Working at Camas, whether for 3 months or 3 years, is more than just a job and I hope that these notes will help to explain what life at Camas can be like. 

Camas is run by the Iona Community, which is an ecumenical Christian community, founded in 1938 by George MacLeod. At that time, George was a parish minister in Glasgow where he witnessed the effects of the economic depression on the people in his parish. Motivated by what he had seen, George brought young ministers in training and craftsmen together to share in a common life of work and worship, focussed on rebuilding the monastic living quarters of Iona Abbey. Since then, the Community has changed and grown, but it is still committed to rebuilding the common life through working for social, economic, environmental and political justice, striving for the renewal of the church with an ecumenical emphasis and exploring new, more inclusive approaches to worship, all based on the bringing together of spirituality and action.

The Members of the Iona Community (of whom there are now around 250) are women and men from many different backgrounds, occupations and Christian traditions. Living throughout the UK and beyond, Members follow a common Rule of daily prayer and reading the Bible, accounting for their use of time and money, meeting together and action for justice and peace. The wider membership of the Community includes Associates (of whom there are now about 1500), Friends and Youth Associates. 

As well as Camas, the Iona Community maintains two other residential centres: Iona Abbey and the MacLeod Centre, both on Iona. Its administrative headquarters are in Glasgow, and the mainland work and interests of the Community include work with young people, the Wild Goose Resource Group, a bi-monthly magazine (Coracle) and a publishing house (Wild Goose Publications)

Camas Tuath (meaning ‘North Bay’) is situated on the Island of Mull. The Camas road end is reached approximately 2 miles before Fionnphort, from where the ferry runs to Iona. There is no vehicle access to Camas (it is just over a mile from the nearest road) – the most usual approach is by foot over a moorland track, although there is also sea access. This lends itself to a sense of isolation, adventure and an appreciation of the simpler things in life. 

For a long time, Camas has been a ‘working’ bay; for many years people fished from here, this ended only in 1995 when it was no longer economically viable. The buildings themselves were built over 160 years ago to house men who were working the quarry on the other side of the bay. 

Camas has been operating in its most recent incarnation, as an outdoor adventure centre, since 1944. George MacLeod, inspired by the remoteness of Camas’ location as well as its other natural assets (the sheltered bay is ideal for swimming and kayaking, and the quarry for abseiling), decided to bring groups of young men from what were then called Borstals (now known as Young Offenders Institutions). These young men would spend part of the summer at Camas engaging in a common life of work, worship and recreation.

Camas retains a focus on working with groups of young people and providing a safe place for youth groups (particularly from urban and inner city areas), schools, social work organisations, people with learning disabilities and church projects. Camas can accommodate up to 28 guests at any one time. 

The Camas staff team (of up to 11 people) is made up of Resident Staff, employed for between one season and 3 years, and Volunteers, usually here for either 4 or 6 months. 

The main season at Camas now runs from mid April to October, with guests generally arriving on a Saturday afternoon and leaving the following Friday morning. During a typical week the programmed activities on offer could include: kayaking, hill walking, abseiling, swimming, art and crafts, raft building, gardening, games, a ‘beach clean’ in the local area, an overnight camping trip to Iona or to our wild Campsite on the south of the Ross. Camas is registered with the Adventure Activities Licensing Authority (AALA) as an outdoor centre; staff lead and assist with these activities according to their experience, qualifications and training. All Camas staff also take part in the domestic and maintenance tasks necessary to keep the centre running. 

Camas has an environmental ethos which is integral to all that we do. One particular focus for this is the organic garden and tree nursery and both staff and guests are encouraged to participate in environmental projects and gardening tasks. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of our task here at Camas, and in some ways the most difficult to define, is that of providing welcome, hospitality and an experience of community living to the many different people who wander down the track to Camas. It is perhaps this, more than anything that makes working at Camas more than just a job; this task is not confined to programmed activities, it starts as soon as someone arrives at the top of the track and continues throughout their time at Camas. In practice, this can mean very long working days – starting with breakfast and finishing up by singing songs or telling stories around the fire in the evening. It is also what makes working at Camas so hugely rewarding and, often, great fun. 

Many of the groups who come to Camas would not describe themselves as Christians, and we welcome both staff and guests of any faith, and of none. The ethos of the Iona Community underpins all that happens at Camas. At Camas, the practice is not to hold formal Christian worship, rather each day is framed by simple morning and evening reflections. These are generally led by the Camas staff and focus sometimes on the groups’ experiences at Camas and sometimes on wider issues (such as the environment or Fairtrade). 

During 2006, Camas was closed for refurbishment, and the centre now has some electricity (provided by wind and solar energy) which provides mainly for a laundry and showers; however, the Camas lifestyle is still a basic one – light is most often provided by candles or lanterns and heat by wood and peat burning stoves. The majority of meals at Camas are vegetarian.

All staff receive full board and lodging, with Volunteers receiving weekly ‘pocket money’ (currently £30/week) and Resident Staff receiving a monthly allowance. Every member of Camas staff will have their own bedroom, either within the granite buildings or in a wooden hut. All staff will have 1.5 days off every week, and longer term staff will also be entitled to holiday time – details are available on request.

