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PETER MACGOWAN KEMP. That’s his full name. Quite a mouthful, but he is known to most as Peter, or wee Peter. Only five foot nothing but a fiery character not known to suffer fools gladly. Prickly and tough on the outside, yet to those closest, soft on the inside. Once asked by a millionaire if he could build him a yacht, Peter replied, ‘I can build it but can you bloody well sail it?’ Peter is well known in yachting circles for his quest for accuracy – a virtue loved by designers and loathed by builders. He will tackle problems head on, saying, ‘Don’t just look at it, just do it’. Or, ‘He who never made a mistake never made anything.’ This quest for perfection almost drove him to self-destruction but the anchor of family and a love of the hills kept him on the straight and narrow. Peter left school at fourteen to start an apprenticeship in Harland and Wolff, then John Brown’s. When work in the shipyards dried up, he moved into yacht building. He’s now firmly on dry land as shop steward/staff council representative for all Sainsbury’s branches in Scotland and Northern Ireland. At home Peter is a quiet, private, family man with many interests and talents, such as painting, poetry, photography, social and industrial history, ancestry research, and music. Above all he has a love of Scotland that kept him there, staying through hard times and good, unlike many others who left to search for a better life.
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IN THIS SECOND EDITION I have revised and hopefully corrected the spelling of many Gaelic hills and place names. In the hill logs and diaries from which I took the names in the first edition, the spelling was not considered very important. I hope that certain glaringly obvious errors are now sorted.


I would like to note, however, that a few Gaelic speaking sources including my son, a student of the language, have pointed out that there can be several versions of the same names. According to some Gaelic speakers, the well-known Ordnance Survey responsible for place names while mapping the country didn’t get it right all the time.


Finally, this book was never intended as an exact guide book. Hopefully it will guide some to the hills and hopefully those people will use the purists guide books to arrive at their summits in safety.


In memory of Alastair Davidson, Jackie Harrison and Bob Alexander.




Acknowledgements


 


 


THIS BOOK IS A TRIBUTE TO my wife May and my sons, Tommy, Peter, Scott and Douglas, for their support. Also to my friends Bill MacKay, Irene Cook, Pat Wright, Susan Fyfe, John McEwan and Derek Sakol. To all of the members of the Glasgow HF and Gleniffer outdoor clubs. To the memory of a good friend Robert who died on the Cobbler, and the late Dan McPhee, Bobby Stirling and my father.


To the inspiration from the writings and poetry of Robert Burns, Robert Service, Patrick McGill, Samuel Coleridge Taylor, Dominic Behan, James Elroy Flecker, Hamish Henderson and Matt McGinn.


With a special thanks to Mary Brailey for her editorial help.


Lastly to John Tyrone Cuthill, James Kemp, Rab Doyle, Billy Billings and many, many others for their comradeship and company on the lang Scots miles we tramped together.


 




Last Man Standing


IT WAS NOW LATE SEPTEMBER. Forming a golden carpet, the last leaves were falling from the trees. As they say up here, the nights were fair drawing in. What summer we’d had was well and truly over and the cold grip of winter was not far away. Here I was making my way up onto the Kilpatrick Braes for the first time in over seven months, on old familiar tracks that in places were now well overgrown. Way back in February what had seemed to be the start of a promising year on the hills had fallen by the wayside when large parts of Britain were hit by foot and mouth outbreaks. Thousands of farm livestock were slaughtered and cremated in huge funeral pyres; huge swathes of countryside became no-go areas. Although Scotland north of the Clyde valley had remained clear, fear of the disease spreading north had put many areas of the country out of bounds for outdoor activities. The Kilpatrick hills, forming the southern edge of the Highlands, had been quiet for months, virtually abandoned by walkers – even I had ventured further afield. Now, after my enforced absence, I was sitting here on my own gazing fondly over a familiar but dreich and misty scene. I thought about that last and final visit to this spot with my late climbing partner of so many years, old Rab Doyle. Most of the old team had long since gone, ravaged by old age and ill health. Time had taken its toll and here I was virtually the last man still standing.


It was only just over a year ago that I lay here, eyes closed, feeling the pleasant glow from the weak sun overhead. Yet only minutes before, a fierce snow squall had passed over and if it wasn’t for the sun’s warmth you might easily have sworn that it was still winter. Beyond the shelter of the half-dead pine trees where we lay sunning ourselves, the bitterly cold wind would have cut you in two. But, yes, it most definitely was spring. The skylarks soared happily above us singing their little hearts out. Earlier on our way up the Humphreys Road a new lamb was born before our very eyes. Everywhere the daffodils were in full bloom.


Rab and I were taking our customary Sunday walk onto the Kilpatrick hills. Here, just inside the tree line out of the wind, we always stopped for a cup of hot tea before pressing up to the highest point of this escarpment called the Slacks. Below us, squeezed between the canal and railway in the morning mist, lay the sleepy hamlet of Old Kilpatrick, and the spindly Erskine Bridge spanning the Clyde in a wide graceful curve. Beyond where the river bends stood the former site of John Brown’s shipyard, birthplace of many a famous ship, facing the mouth of the sun-sparkled River Cart. Before us in the bright spring sunshine lay the entire Clyde Valley, dominated by the vast sprawling mass of Glasgow, the dear green place. There was a time not too long ago when the old heavy industries would have made this view much less clear. But today we could see from the Cowal hills and Greenock in the west to the Pentlands in the east. And there, covered with light dustings of snow, were the Galloway hills to the south, bulky Ailsa Craig or ‘Paddy’s Milestone’ looming off the Ayrshire coast in the shimmering waters of the Firth of Clyde, and the ragged peaks of the Arran hills poking up beyond the Renfrew hills of Misty Law. The view below us – apart from the modern housing, the bridge, the airport – might well have been the same over a century ago. Except that this once busy river was now dead: not a single ship in sight, not even the old paddle steamer the Waverley, nor the old sewage boats the Dalmarnock and the Garroch Head – both now operating off West Africa as water carri­ers. God, what a thought.


As we loafed about, lazy, contemplating the view, we were able to see a pair of buzzards through our binoculars, effortlessly soaring on the air currents above. Swinging my bins along the hill below us I spotted two roe deer: completely oblivious to us they were quietly grazing, watching two walkers on the road below.


‘Dae ye think that perr ur walkers then?’ I asked Rab.


‘Whit, the deer?’ said Rab.


‘Naw, yon perr oan the road.’


‘Aye probably – merr likely thir Munro baggers stretchin thir legs afore headin fur the big hills.’


The tiny figures strode purposefully along. Only a few short years ago that would have been us sweating up the Humphreys Road with heavy packs full of stones, getting ourselves fit for big things. Now, here we were, a pair of birdwatchers, just pottering about on these wee hills passing a Sunday afternoon. Instead of rocks in the rucksacks Rab would more likely have his filled with cow pats for his garden. It might have been spring but to me it seemed that it was more like our autumn. We knew that we were still able for the big days – well, at least I did – but it was just the two of us now. As our gaze drifted over towards the Gleniffer Braes above Paisley we both exclaimed at the same time, ‘Ah wonder where the boays ur noo?’ Aye, where indeed? A few long gone, some caught up by time and poor health, others just moved away or drifted off to other things. It was Rab and I in the beginning, and now here we were the last of the lot and after over thirty years still out on hills. But only just: we both knew that at seventy­-seven Rab himself was nearing the end of his days on the hills. Time was indeed catching up with us all. As the walkers below disappeared from view I began to wonder what made us head for the hills in the first place. To answer that question we would have to look to the early days that shaped our lives. Drowsy now with the warm sun and the song of the skylarks above I peered farther up the river towards the distant cranes of the last remaining shipyard at Govan – could I hear the distant ringing of steel on steel? – Govan, where it all began for me just over half a century ago.




The Early Years


SEE ME, I’M A GOVANITE born to the song of the Clyde and that song was the boisterous and never-ending cacophony of the rivetters’ hammers in the nearby shipyards of Fairfields, Harland and Wolff, and Stephens. Since the time when Govan was a mere village on the banks of the Clyde – but still important enough to be marked on Blaeu’s early world maps – my ancestors have lived as simple farmers, salmon fishers and weavers, and then worked in the many shipyard trades that made the Clyde famous. In my own childhood there, south of the Rio Clyde, our daily life revolved around the chorus of distinctive factory horns and whistles and the steady tramp tramp of marching boots early each morning: hundreds of men and women on their way to begin their working day in the shipyards, foundries and engineering works in their uniforms of bunnets and boiler suits.


It was in a humble room and kitchen, with the added luxury of an inside toilet, two-up in a grey tenement in ‘Wee’ Greenfield Street, that I grew up with my parents and younger brother James. Noisy, bustling Govan was a vigorous place to spend your early years. All along the banks of the Clyde basking in the clamour of the post-war shipbuilding boom there was plenty of work for all. Amid a landscape of grey stone canyons was a flourishing community not unlike that of present-day Partick in the west of Glasgow. There was a multitude of shops of all description on almost every corner in these pre-supermarket days. Within a few minutes’ walk we had a choice of about five cinemas, monuments to the Art Deco of the 1930s. Among the urban sprawl were countless sawdust and spit public houses for the legions of thirsty workers – many a worker arrived home reeking of stale beer, in a foul mood, having spent most of their wages. Many a long-suffering wife would resort to the pawn-shops seemingly on every other corner, where meagre family valuables were pawned for money to clothe and feed hungry souls.


Dirt and smells permeated everything. Unlike today’s world of showers and bathrooms, smells were an inescapable fact of life. Few people washed regularly, as not everyone had the luxury of a bath in their home. It did not matter if you did bathe often, you only had to sit next to workers who wore the same dirty clothes travelling to and from work on the old trams, the steam trains, the subway. As children we bathed in the tin bath in front of the fire. When not in use the bath was kept under the box bed: contrary to popular belief the coal was kept not in the bath but in a bunker either in the lobby (hallway) or on the stairheid (landing). When I left school aged fifteen to work in the foundry you had a bath at the local public baths on a Friday after work. I can still remember the smell of yellow pine the very first day I started my time in the patternshop. It was the one and only time you ever smelled the wood. The foundry itself had a distinctive smell not unlike the old Glasgow subway or, in later years, the smell that greeted you as you approached the aluminium town of Kinlochleven.
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Peter with mother, brother James and a friend


Outside toilets, no bathrooms, coal fires. I don’t suppose anyone would care to live in the conditions we did then. But if you had experienced living with your front door never locked, you would miss the closeness of tenement living. Bureaucratic vandals masquerading as city planners needlessly tore down many a fine sandstone tenement which could easily have been stone-cleaned and refurbished. Sometimes I wonder if this was belated revenge by the Glasgow Corporation on the people of Govan who in 1912 were absorbed into Glasgow. Many Govanites have long maintained that Glasgow should have been swallowed up by Govan. How would it have been, living in the city of Greater Govan? Whole streets disappeared or were re-aligned. New housing replaced the tenement where I lived, and many Govanites were scattered to the sprawling soulless deserts of Drumchapel, Pollok or Castlemilk. But when I grew up, in the fifties and sixties, Glasgow and Clydeside were very different places.


As a small boy on my own I was a terrible wanderer, often crossing back and forth on the wee double-ended passenger ferries or the larger car ferries at Water Row or Meadowside or Linthouse to explore distant places such as Partick and Whiteinch, never dreaming that when I later went to work in Clydebank I would spend many a cold, dark, misty morning crossing the river on these small craft. Now and then two of them would pass in mid-river, eery and silent, packed stem to stern with workers. It was ironic that years later I helped to convert one of these ferries into a restaurant barge that now plies the waters of the restored Forth and Clyde Canal.


For our annual family holidays we nearly always went ‘doon the watter’ at the ‘Glesga Ferr’, sailing all the way from the Broomielaw to Dunoon, Cumbrae or Rothesay and occasionally to more remote places like Carrick Castle and Ardentinny on Loch Goil to escape the grime of the city. I was captivated by Scotland’s scenery, especially the solitude of Loch Goil where Carrick Castle has sat squarely on the rocky shore since the 15th century or even earlier. My brother and I explored it. Although roofless and with no interior floors the walls are intact. There was no access to the battlements, but one of the adults found a ladder and from the first floor we climbed up onto the battlements. The views could not be beaten by any other castle in Cowal.


It was at Carrick that my brother nearly drowned. The old chap whose flat we stayed at had taken us across the loch in a leaky old rowing boat that, when I think about it, was dangerously overcrowded. There were two or three women including my mother and a bunch of us kids. The old guy Wullie rowed right across to the other desolate side for a picnic. On the way we saw a submarine surfacing and diving so it must have been very deep. It was when we returned and were all getting out of the boat that James fell into the water – it was only thanks to a bit of quick thinking by one of the adults that he was pulled out onto the jetty, gasping for air. I can still see him there, under the surface of the crystal-clear waters.


To a wee townie like me there was something magical about exploring the countryside in those days. Maybe it was because there was so little traffic on the roads – most of them were mere single tracks with passing places. What transport there was – from the bustling little steamers with their red and black funnels, to the little cream, red and green buses with the highlander painted on the back that served the Highlands and were a sharp contrast to the drab tram-cars of the city – seemed to belong to a certain David MacBrayne, for whom it was said: ‘The Earth is the Lord’s, and all it contains, except the Western Isles, which belong to MacBrayne’s.’


To look at I must be the most unlikely climber and walker that you could possibly imagine, a diminutive five-foot-nothing in stocking soles, living proof of everything bad about tenement life. All that was missing was the TB and rickets. I don’t consciously remember when and where the idea of climbing came from, but we grew up with a playground that consisted of old wash-houses, middens and air-raid shelters left over from the war. ‘Dreepin aff dykes’ was a hard game that honed our climbing skills: falls often resulted in broken limbs or, worse, a belt around the ears from your parents. Life in the back courts had its own pecking order where you also had to learn to stand up for yourself. This meant bare-knuckle fights. I suppose I was lucky; I only had to experience this at first hand on two occasions. The first time I fought another lad toe to toe and I won, battering his face to a bloody pulp. However the next time my opponent was a lot bigger than me and I was the one who received a bloody nose. Because of my size, at school no one ever selected me for team games such as football. This never really bothered me at all. Despite this I enjoyed physical education in school: the little guys like me were usually placed at the front of the PE class and were always expected to do more. I was probably an ideal shape and stature for climbing, yet when I was little I was always being sent away to residential schools or homes to be built up. I was so skinny, undersized and undernourished that I could get both legs down one trouser leg. Every summer I would be taken along to our family doctor to be weighed and have my height checked: I can still remember my mother filling my trouser pockets with nuts and bolts to make me appear heavier.


I must have been a very average pupil at school. There were subjects that I excelled at and others I struggled with. It was only when I was well through my education that it was realised that I had very short eyesight. I eventually wore glasses constantly but this was after many horrible and nauseating sessions of having drops put in my eyes, making my vision terribly blurred for up to two days at a time. I’m sure that my poor eyesight greatly hinder­ed my school work. I was also left-handed: this is not much of a problem today but when I was at school I was often given the tawse and chastised continuously in an effort to make me write with my right hand.


I gladly left school at fifteen, fortunately at a time when jobs were fairly plentiful, and went to serve my time as a pattern­maker in the huge iron foundry known as the ‘glass house’ of Harland and Wolff in Govan. The foundry was a hard, dirty and dangerous place to work in. My old man suffered his first heart attacks while there. I often used to smile years later when people would say that hard work never killed anyone. I wonder how long they would have lasted in the ‘glass house’? I had the knack of reading and producing engineering drawings and I soon found myself working in the relatively clean patternshop instead of in the great dirty foundry. This seemed to cause some resentment with the many apprentice moulders who worked in the foundry: they thought that we had a soft, clean and easy time in the patternshop. On more than a few occasions I was beaten up and left lying with broken spectacles and a bloody nose in the works canteen with the patternmakers’ tea-cans scattered on the floor around me – even my front teeth were knocked out after one such going over. In such a place you learned to fight, tell jokes or run like hell. I learned the last two.


When Harland and Wolff closed down their shipbuilding, engin­eering and foundry works on the Clyde I found myself at eighteen serving the last few years of my apprenticeship in John Brown’s patternshop in Clydebank. It was here I met and struck up a lifelong acquaintance with my good friend and comrade Rab Doyle. Rab was the tradesman and I was the apprentice, at work and on the hills. When I first met Rab he was in his early forties. At that time, I now suppose, he was going through what today would be described as a mid-life crisis. He had begun to rebel against the system that swung between a hunger and a burst – employment and the dole – and had taken a long hard look at his priorities. He had just gone through a rather messy divorce after a bitter marriage. He decided to escape the suffocating chains of working for a living as a patternmaker in the shipbuilding industry and set off to wander about Scotland’s hills for the next thirty-odd years, occasionally dabbling in the old work ethic with spells at the window-cleaning and with me, repairing a few boats.


Another good friend and early climbing partner at that time was John (Tyrone) Cuthill, an apprentice like myself. John came from the town of Dumbarton, which he liked to point out was the ancient capital of Strathclyde. The three of us formed an alliance and spent many of these early days on the hills together. When John was eventually paid off he spent a few years drifting around till we all lost touch, and eventually he married and settled down in Bournemouth on the south coast of England, sadly about as far from the mountains as you can get.


I went to work in Clydebank in early 1968 simply because, coming from a family with a long history of shipbuilding tradition, I wanted to be involved in building the new Cunard liner which eventually became the QE2 (but to us who worked on her she was always the ‘Great Q4’). When the ship was finished, shipbuilding’s fortunes on the Clyde seemed to suddenly decline. There were always large-scale redundancies whenever a ship was finished, but the completion of the QE2 left many with a feeling that the great days of building large ships were over. In Brown’s, to encourage men to leave ‘voluntarily’, the company offered a fifty pounds tax-free severance handshake. Rab Doyle must have seen the writing on the wall and was right there pushing his way to the front of the queue. With his fifty quid bonus on top of his wages he shouldered his tool box and set off along the canal bank. Halfway to his home in Linnvale he thought, ‘Fuck this for a gemme o sodjers.’ Setting down the heavy box full of the tools of his trade he took out what he thought might possibly be of use. The rest he heaved as far as he could into the middle of the Forth and Clyde Canal. With a satisfying splash and trail of bubbles his chains of slavery sank from sight. Never again would Rab Doyle work at the oppressive petty trade of patternmaking. He never did! Although when the canal was being filled in to make it shallower he lived in a state of panic for weeks in case his box of tools was recovered – it was the tradition for tradesmen to stamp their names on tools such as chisels and so on. He could only breathe freely again when the canal was finally filled in.


Over the years Rab and I used to discuss what inspired us to go to the hills, and what made us seem like loners and eccentrics to our peers who followed the herd – those contemporaries who spent their leisure time caught up in the mindless tribalism of football and sectarianism which is endemic to the West of Scotland. So what did it matter if you were a Proddy or a Tim? – the hills were the great levellers. We were sure that it was a lot to do with the emotional and mental baggage we all carried from our parents and childhood backgrounds. We have a saying in Glasgow that someone mad, bad or just plain daft ‘must huv bin drapped oan his heid when he wis a wean’. I suppose it must have applied to most of us. When I was about eighteen months old I was sitting in a rocking horse beside an open coal fire as my mother dozed in a chair. As it rocked nearer and nearer to the fire it struck the hearth, catapulting me headfirst onto the burning embers. I was burned around the head, right hand and arm, leaving me with permanent physical scars. This lapse on my mother’s part was a constant cause of bad feeling between my parents as I grew up.


My old granny Kemp used to own a small fruit shop on Govan Road near the Govan dry docks. I can remember staying when I was little at her house in Broomloan Road. The building must have been one of the finest mansion-type houses in all of the Govan area. It was said that in the old granny’s day, especially during the war, it was one of the biggest brothels on Clydeside.


My old man, like his father and grandfather before him, had served in the Highland Light Infantry – or as he called them, ‘Hell’s Little Infidels’ – from 1936 till 1946, and had fought through the whole of the desert campaigns in North Africa, Eritrea, Syria, France, Germany and Palestine. He had seen and done things that had left him deeply disturbed with terrible mood swings. I once saw a photograph of two guys in German Afrika Corps uniform on a motorcycle in a desert sandstorm. When I told him that one of the men looked uncannily like him he just shrugged and said that from time to time things got rather chaotic. Although normally a hardworking and generous man, it was strong drink that brought his dark side to the fore. As a boy the time of the year I feared most was Christmas and New Year. We had plenty of gifts and such, but at New Year with the demon drink father turned into a raging monster. Through drink the house would be wrecked and mother beaten, and I frequently felt his metal-studded leather belt across my bare legs. Sometimes for the most trivial misdemeanour I would be belted and thrown out of the house into the close clad only in my underwear, no matter whether it was summer or winter. To make things worse the hidings made me wet my bed for a long time. I was even sent to a clinic that I realised in later years was for seriously disturbed children.


One particular incident that has plagued me for many years occurred on Hogmanay night when I was nine years old. Long after the ‘bells’ and after a vicious New Year row, my mother, with my brother and me, sought refuge at her sister’s house after the old man had gone on a drunken orgy, smashing the house up. In the early hours he smashed the door down and broke in brandishing an axe. He forced us to dress and made to walk us home through a deserted Govan. As he herded us along Govan Road, raining punches at us, my mother whispered to me to run for help, fearing that he was going to kill us all. Something snapped in me, fear and terror I don’t know, because in a flash I was off and running as fast as I could from near the Govan cross, up past the looming walls of the Harland and Wolff shipyard, by the old Plaza cinema – almost the whole length of an empty, rain-swept Govan Road – pursued by my axe-wielding father. As I ran along with my heavy shoes echoing on the cobblestones and splashing through puddles I could hear someone screaming – I did not realise till later that it was me. As I burst into the old Govan police station in Orkney Street, the old man gave up the chase and melted into the night. I only stopped the hysterics when slapped across the face by a big burly heilan polis sergeant. Mother never pressed charges, but for me the trauma of that night lasted a long time. For years afterwards I used to wake up at night screaming and when I was ­married I would scare the life out of my wife, May. So it was probably little wonder that, like so many of my generation, we had these personal demons that shaped our lives. I suppose if such abuse happened today I would have ended up in the care of some social work department. Being a Govanite in those days you just got a slap around the ear and were told to get on with your life. People who knew me always said that I had a chip on my ­shoulder. Personally I thought that I was quite a level-headed wee bastard with a chip on each shoulder.
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Father with Granny Kemp at Broomloan Road


Rab Doyle carried his own personal baggage from his childhood days. Many a time as we walked the lang Scots miles at the end of a long gruelling day on the hills he would tell me his life story. If I’ve heard it once I’ve heard it a hundred times. Although Rab was born and bred in Clydebank his folks came from Glasgow’s East End from a long line of textile workers. One of his earliest memories was of sitting looking out of his window beside Brown’s yard watching one of the old Empress liners being launched. When he was only a young lad his mother ran away from home, leaving him and his brothers and sister to be brought up by his old granny and an uncaring father. The one tale he always told was about when, after school, he had to take his faither’s greyhounds for exercise no matter the time of year and whatever the weather. The dogs were kept in a small yard beside the canal. He recalls one miserable wet winter’s night arriving home after walking them, hungry, no coat, and soaked to the skin. As he stood dripping in the kitchen his old man, hunched over the coal fire, glanced up from his newspaper with a cursory stare and grunted ‘Huv yi fed an dried the dugs yet?’ Rab always as long as I’ve known him has relished eating brown bread – not for healthy eating but because the hated greyhounds were always fed on brown bread and meat while Rab and his brothers lived on leftover scraps.


In the thirty-odd years I have known Rab Doyle he has been described by others who knew him as a philanderer, a waster, or a womaniser. I would have to agree to all three and add that he was probably a silly old fool as well. Rab always chased after the women, unable to hold down any long-term relationship. I don’t think he could handle real responsibility: his passion for women was just wanting to be mothered. However, for most of the time it never interfered with going to the hills. For a while he had a particular lady ‘friend’ who used to bake excellent shortbread for services rendered. For months at a time he would come away with the boys with increasing amounts of this home-made shortbread. Large biscuit tins would be handed round at the start of many walks. Eventually, to our relief, he stopped seeing her – by this time we were getting thoroughly sick of the sight of shortbread despite its excellent quality. It would have been nice if he had got a girlfriend who could make cloutie dumpling. At one time he appeared at a Fringe show in Edinburgh as Robert Burns, a role that he seemed to fit perfectly in life.


As the years rolled on and our friends faded from the hills, Rab often speculated that to die in the hills would be no such a bad thing. A few years ago a body was found on a remote mountainside dressed in cowboy clothing with an empty whisky bottle and a revolver by its side. This impressed Rab greatly and he raved on about it for ages. He always said that if anything ever happened to him on the hills I was not to get too upset but just cover him up and leave him. At one time I probably would have done so since at the time he had no decent gear worth having. However, he recently spent a lot of money on an expensive set of waterproof clothing and if he had dropped dead on the hills then, true to the club code, he would have been stripped of his belongings and left lying in the buff.


In recent years, when we had the opportunity to spend longer in the hills, we often came home earlier than planned. Sometimes we would agree that we had done what we had come to do. Often we agreed to cut trips short if the weather was bad. But more often than not he was suffering from the effects of drink, or increasingly he just wanted home to go up to Glasgow chasing skirt. Eventually he changed his mind about dying on the hills, preferring to expire in some girlfriend’s bed. According to Rab himself he ‘died’ many a time in many a ‘burd’z’ bed.


Our first outings in the big outdoors were in fact not to the hills but to Loch Lomond, to shoot wild duck and geese. When I say wild, they were in fact almost tame; we sometimes lured them out of places like Luss Bay onto the open loch and then blasted them to pieces. I can still recall shivering uncontrollably in the bow of the boat, standing armed with an oar, smashing the ice as we crept out of Balmaha Bay on a dark freezing morning to endure the bitter cold of another long winter day on the loch. The shooting was just a passing phase. It was something I was never happy with, killing wildlife for sport. I suppose many people go through such phases, especially in their youth, but it is a sad person who does not grow out of them. There were a few lighter moments, though. One time, as we were cruising near the narrows on a particu­larly misty morning, Rab spotted several ducks sitting in a little bay. I was in the bows with the binoculars and trying to spot what they were, but before I could say anything I was deafened by Rab blasting away above me with a pump-action shotgun. As the gun smoke cleared, a figure emerged from nearby rushes shouting and bawling and waving his arms in a most unfriendly way. Rab in his haste had blasted another hunter’s decoys.


On fine winter days on the loch you had to be blind not to notice the magnificence of snow-clad Ben Lomond as a backdrop, and the surrounding Arrochar hills. It was on these Arrochar Alps, on such classic hills as the Cobbler, Ben Ime and Ben Narnain, that we spent many of our early days: a rich learning experience. From their craggy tops, on the few good days, we glimpsed sight of other mountains filling the horizon, which only fired our imagination. We learned the hard way to read maps and navigate on our own as there were few guidebooks to show the way. We knew and cared nothing of Munro’s Tables and little or nothing of mountaineering history or the likes of the SMC and other such walking and climbing clubs.


Our sole inspiration for going to the mountains came from the great unemployed masses from Clydeside who pioneered the outdoor revolution in the period between the two World Wars. On our early outings we were encouraged and inspired by one Dan McPhee. Dan was an amiable old patternmaker who had taken Rab on early trips to the hills before the war. His background was West Highland and he used to joke that he had a paraffin tele­vision: in fact he must have been one of the last people in Glasgow to use gas lighting in his house. He came from Kelvinhaugh – his war cry was, ‘Ah come frae the Haugh an ah fear fuck all.’ Dan would describe patternmakers as ‘widden engineers’. In Brown’s he took us under his wing. Whenever we were planning an outing Dan would dig out his wee ancient Gall and Inglis guidebooks to Scotland and talk us through our routes. He used to say to us, ‘If ye wannt tae find yerselves, awa oot an get loast!’ We were very much in awe of the uncanny way he always seemed to know so much about the various places we went to. Over the coming years we eventually did far more on the hills than he ever did and discovered that often he would simply be using a mixture of common sense and bluff. I would like to think that he would have been well pleased that he had in his own way sent us off on the right path. Our heroes were the hardy Clydesiders who went to the hills in the hungry thirties when there was no work. In the seventies and eighties, by courtesy of a certain Mrs Thatcher, we often found ourselves in the same situation.
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Peter takes aim on Loch Lomond


We never, ever gave a thought to fitness. How could we? There were no fancy gyms then. Working in the jobs we did, we were definitely more likely to be unfit – working with dangerous chemi­cals, lifting awkward and heavy loads. The only thing that gets you fit for the hills is more hills. In those early days we were pretty timid and at the first sign of bad weather we scampered off the hill as fast as possible; part of the learning process, I suppose. Our equipment was very basic. Gore-tex had not yet been invented. We wore or adapted whatever we could lay our hands on: heavy working waterproof jackets or leggings which left you soaked in your own condensation, even leggings that resembled cowboy’s ‘chaps’. Sou’westers and huge yellow cycle capes were part of our hill wear too. Footwear was the same boots you wore to your work. Real leather climbing boots for the likes of us were just too expensive. Also, good boots were heavy and cumbersome, crippling to wear, leaving you with painful ankles. I can still remember John Cuthill at the bar wearing his outrageously huge heavy boots, steaming (drunk) but able to lean over at ridiculous angles without falling on his face.
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Catch of the day – a greylag goose


Rab continually experimented with many types of footwear for the hills. When a cheap pair of Spanish fell boots or Japanese walking boots were deemed useless they often helped to light a bothy fire, sometimes creating poisonous fumes. Other clothing such as trousers were often ex-army, or heavy cords – heavy wet cord breeches would cause painful ‘nappy rash’ on groin and bum, making us look like bandy-legged wee bachles. Rab for a while wore a dinky pair of Black Watch tartan trews on the hills, topped off with a large black cowboy hat. We had no fancy gaiters. In deep snow we wore our PVC leggings over heavy wool socks: often the snow would get under and before long our feet were wet too. It never occurred to us to carry spare dry clothes. After all, we had to carry everything and we had no car in which to leave a dry change of clothes. At the end of many an outing we travelled home on the bus in our damp clothes, and we wondered why we were sore and stiff for days afterwards.
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