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In the forests near Daltulich Bridge, River Findhorn.
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Looking down on the Streens in the Findhorn’s middle reaches.
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North Ardnamurchan coastline looking east to the hills of Moidart.
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The beach at Sanna.
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Descending east from Ben Armine, with Knockfin Heights and Morven on the skyline.
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Eilan Cro Balair, the last wildwood on Lewis.
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Clive at daybreak, Eilan Cro Balair.
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Nameless loch in the heart of Lewis’s wetlands.
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Looking north from a midsummer bivouac on the summit ridge of Creag a’ Choire Aird.
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Ascending Sgurr nan Ceathreamhnan via its northerly ridge.
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Gavin on the summit of Lurg Mhor looking north to the Torridon Hills.
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Dropping from Lurg Mhor with the hills of Torridon in the distance.
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A view looking up Glen Geusachan to Monadh Mor in the heart of the Cairngorms.
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The Highland Journeys




Preface


In the anonymity of a hillslope above Loch Monar in Wester Ross is a water-filled cleft. I stumbled across it one blazing hot day in April. It was cool and shady in there. I sat for a while, then I began to follow it upstream, picking over polished stones and feeling along water-smoothed sides. It went deep into the hill and at the same time opened out. A small waterfall spilled onto a great angular rock that had once belonged to the side of the mountain. The whole world was there. The story of a stream and a hill in its making. Though I have searched I never found it again, but it runs clear in my mind and I know that out there somewhere the stream still goes around rocks and over pebbles and collects in pools and sings in voices and holds in its watery palm the sun and sky.


Which is how I remember it at any rate. Probably the great conundrum of outdoor writing, maybe any writing, is to bridge the gulf between what we see and feel and what we are able to capture on the page and present to the world. In that spirit are undertaken the journeys in this book, tales of adventure on foot and by canoe through some of the last wild places in Scotland. Each journey is haunted by another writer, someone whose passion for a region was for me a large part of its appeal. I wondered how my experience would differ from those of, say, Iain Thomson, or Rowena Farre. In the case of novelist Neil Gunn the experience I am sharing is that of the fictional Kenn. Gunn’s lyricism chimes with his subject matter – a boy seeking the source of a river, and himself. I hoped that by entering into the spirit of a similar journey – on this occasion by following the River Findhorn – I might have an insight not only into the character of Kenn but discover a truth about the river, and maybe even about life.


The exploration of the lochans of Assynt deepened my belief that, regardless of ownership, here is a place so beautiful and unspoilt it cries out for legislative protection. We cannot any longer rely on benevolent landowners to keep out developers with their wind-farm and hydro proposals. Canoeing the extraordinary loch system there was an adventure partly inspired by the poet Norman MacCaig, who wrote prolifically about this area and often passed his long holidays here. A part of Assynt was one of the first in the Highlands to come under community ownership when it was purchased by local crofters in 1988. But MacCaig in his long poem A Man in Assynt, which predates the community buyout, asks whether something so ancient in provenance and beautiful and open to all can in fact be ‘owned’. This raises the question, does ownership matter? It certainly does to cash-strapped crofters.


In Ardnamurchan there is probably no greater dichotomy than that between how locals view a place and the experience of visitors. Or at least there was. It is about as far west as you can reach in mainland Britain, a peninsula of achingly beautiful beaches and a stark rocky coastline. But don’t worry it for a living. Alasdair Maclean’s parents were the last crofters here to try and it nearly broke them. The author needs metaphors when weighing his own and his parents’ experience, and perhaps to make it palatable for the reader he somehow manages to elevate their story to the level of a fable, though underlying his elegant narrative are sweat and tears and crushed hopes. It informed deeply my own trek around the wild Ardnamurchan coast.


Rowena Farre’s tale of growing up with her aunt Miriam on a remote croft in the shadow of Ben Armine in Sutherland before the war, along with a menagerie that included a seal, a pair of otters and a pet squirrel, is altogether happier. She and her aunt embraced their isolation and revelled in the solitude, drawing what they needed from the land, and Miriam’s allowance. The idyll painted by Farre was lapped up by reviewers and thousands of readers, but a few questioned the book’s authenticity. A copy had lain for years on my parents’ bookshelf, and later in life I realised I knew the empty moorland of the story’s backdrop. Setting out to uncover its truth or otherwise would also give me an opportunity to revisit, perhaps for the last time, a truly wild area before its industrialisation by huge wind turbines.


Like many who love wild places I am torn on the issue of wind farms. To do our bit to moderate the effects of global warming probably requires the expansion of this form of energy, yet I am saddened when our diminishing portions of wildland are used for this purpose.


It is a dilemma that author and environmental campaigner Alastair McIntosh is only too aware of. Focusing largely on his native Hebrides, he catalogues our appalling history of disconnection with the natural world, but he offers hope as well, with tales of opposing the corporate interests behind the Harris superquarry and supporting the Isle of Eigg community buy-out. McIntosh’s vision is for humanity to readjust its relationship with nature. I’d long wanted to explore the lochs of Lewis, close to where McIntosh had lived as a child. What, I wondered, did his message hold for these quiet, rarely-visited backwaters?


Maybe a deep attachment to any one place can only be nurtured through a prolonged stay in that place. Iain Thomson spent five years in the mountain fastness at the west end of Loch Monar, living with his family in a small croft that was then one of the remotest dwellings on mainland Scotland. Thomson’s memoir has an overriding elegiac quality, for reasons that become apparent.


Living remotely and usually self-sufficiently in the Highlands had been the norm for millennia, though it was unusual by the time Thomson took up his posting in the mid-1950s, and virtually unheard of when his book appeared some twenty years later. Readers, including this one, were fascinated. I wondered if books like Thomson’s tap into an age-old yearning for the wild and lonely places, whether our present day stravaigings there are just that. And I discovered something else. The land the author so lovingly portrays and was forced to leave is now more developed, more moribund and emptier than at any time since prehistory.


Thomson is a great watcher of the seasons, but what if that ability is denied you? Does it lessen the hill experience? The mountaineer and poet Syd Scroggie believed not, and we have his words as proof, vivid accounts of his extraordinary blind walks and climbs. On these journeys Syd found something beyond the visual or physical. He loves wildness, but would have been unaware of the huge turbines that now press against the boundaries of his beloved Cairngorms, unless he happened to bump into one. Syd’s focus is on an inner, almost mystical experience, triggered by sounds and textures and the elemental, that he attempts to distill in his poetry. When attempting to follow in his footsteps, I was led astray. Much to Syd’s delight I am sure.


So on each journey, alone or with a friend, I travelled with a ghost, a literary companion if you like, who offered a fresh perspective and a different story. All these writers enriched my experience, adding layers to my understanding. They made me laugh and gasp and nearly cry and sometimes be annoyed. If at times they struggle to convey the depth and meaning of their attachment to a place then they share that failing with the rest of us. We all struggle. Our offerings are painfully incomplete.




Note on Authors


All authors are referred to by their surnames, with two exceptions: when referring to Alasdair Maclean I use ‘Alasdair’ to distinguish him from his father, and I use ‘Syd’ for Syd Scroggie because I knew him personally.
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Wild River


It’s difficult to know where the river ends and the sea begins. Probably there isn’t such a place.


Two of us and the ghost of a third were standing on a kind of peninsula at the edge of Findhorn Bay, the river opening out from behind and to our left, the bay ahead. The ground was sun-dried that day, but water would soon be there from the front and back – more from the back – greater amounts of tree debris and brash had been dumped by the river than styrofoam and plastic left by the sea. A place at the margins, unsure of its future, like the lands beneath the man-made Culbin Forest a mile across the bay.


Late in 1694 a huge storm swept the coastal sand dunes and sent them across the surrounding farmland, which was then an alluvial and high-yielding area known locally as the ‘granary of Moray’. The storm was just the tipping point, and in a few weeks the entire estate comprising sixteen farms and a mansion house became a wasteland of drifting sand. Fresh dunes blocked the River Findhorn, damming its waters into a huge lake. With no way out, the waters rose and after some years broke through and carried away the small port of Findhorn, a centre for shipping and mercantile trade. Today not the slightest trace of it remains.


Neither of us could visualise such ruin as we gazed over the bay on a warm sunny morning, the air lively with gulls and oystercatchers, families of ducks bobbing on the water, white-sailed dinghies moving slowly at the opposite side. On the coast beyond the narrow entrance to the bay and the present-day village of Findhorn is a substantial sand bar, and I suppose at the start of this journey we should have been there, not here, facing out to sea, looking across the Moray Firth to Sutherland and beyond to Caithness, ‘land of exquisite light’, which is how the writer Neil Gunn described his home country. Gunn was born there in 1891 and lived his early years in the village of Dunbeath; the river rising on the moors and flowing through its small harbour became the central focus for one of his most evocative works, Highland River.


Highland River haunted me from its first reading. At its core is the story of a boy, Kenn, and his relationship with a river. A pivotal event early in the tale is when nine-year-old Kenn lands a huge salmon with only cunning and bare hands, and from then on, as Gunn writes, ‘the river became the river of life for Kenn’. It grew in his consciousness and was like a thread that joined somehow the delight and wonder of his world, the goodness of his life, the unspoken love of his parents and the close-knit community of the fisher village. Even during the depths of horror of the First World War, amid the mud and blood and bombs of the trenches, the river rose before him ‘with the clearness of a chart’. Two decades later, with his parents now dead and their old home lived in by strangers, he returns to the river of his youth, this time in a bid to reach its source in the distant moors, a place he’d dreamed of but never seen. A final journey of aching sadness and discovery takes him not only to the source of the river but into the mystery of his own heart.


Like the best literature, Highland River reaches beyond its own time and sings in the memory. In ways I couldn’t altogether fathom, it swayed my view of the world. Kenn came out of the pages and into my life, a ghostly companion on many trips, a figure who grew in my mind until he shadowed my footfalls across the Highlands and beyond; yet he was also someone about whom I had misgivings. I thought he might join me on another exploration, this one on his own familiar ground. To what extent, I wondered, would my experience of a river grant me a glimpse into Kenn’s world, and bring something imaginatively drawn from the page into the bright, sharp-edged world of the senses?


My desire to follow the Findhorn from its outspill here to its beginnings deep in the Monadhliath Mountains would also provide a chance to solve a small riddle. Writers about the Findhorn have long disagreed on the exact location of the river’s source. I thought that by simply following the riverbank, always taking the larger branch wherever the channel divided, would eventually get me there. A few lines hidden away in The Old Statistical Account of Scotland claim that the fountainhead lies close to the summit of Carn Ban, 3,045 feet, where a stream issues from Cloiche Sgoilte, a ‘cloven stone’, a large rock with fissures in it.


It was an image to hold onto, at least, and I carried it as we turned away from the bay, leaving the briny marsh and rot, and followed a river that ran gently, making little sound beyond a murmur of tiny bubbles. After a mile or so we eased around a bend and it was suddenly fast; not quite rapids but with an urgent swirl on its reddish surface, the water hurrying past stony banks with an unending clucking and something lower – a stone-roll coming from deep. So close to the sea and crossing land that was virtually flat I’d expected a broad and lazy spill, but it was narrow and jumpy and bristling. Small drifts of foam spoke of a tumult higher up, and when I stopped to place my hand in its current I felt the icy cold of recent snowmelt.


The Findhorn chugged through a corridor of alders and birch, all green with new leaf, as were the giant hogweed that were uncoiling along the bank. White-flowering anemones brightened the shady places and the sward by our feet was lush and thick with wild flowers. At some distance from a main road and with only the sound of water in our ears it was peaceful walking, and we felt buoyant in ourselves at the start of this journey, if a little cumbered with our loads. The path was wide and well-beaten, from the endless footings of fishermen we assumed, but fresh tyre marks in the mud told another story. Sure enough, after a few minutes there came the rising pitch of a revving engine, a sound that in seconds drowned all others. A trail bike sped towards us. We pressed against a bush as it flew by, upriver, the noise receding, then rising again as the rider gunned down and back along the opposite bank, bumping and whining past an angler who looked resignedly at the water. When something choked the noise there was a second of absolute silence before the river and bird-sound and soft whorl of breeze came back to us.


Crossing the footbridge at Broom of Moy, we skirted regular fields of oilseed rape and more stands of hogweed, reaching a railway bridge where we spoke to a man and woman who lived a short walk from this spot. ‘Ah, the bikes.’ The lady’s face hardened and she told us a modern tale of young teenagers who built fires by the river, drank themselves stupid and shouted obscenities into the night. We’d seen the charred driftwood and ash piles.


A mile further on we waited out a shower beneath the flood arch of Forres Bridge and listened indifferently to the drumbeat of lorries and cars overhead. This bridge, built in 1923, replaced a rather grander structure, a chain bridge with gothic towers at each end.


As we set off again I paused for something. Nick, my companion, turned and looked back. Earlier that year a snowstorm had swept Inverness, leaving the usual chaos in its wake, but I had been thinking of spring when I phoned Nick about the Findhorn.


‘You said something about this river a while back,’ he’d remarked.


‘I probably did, but where?’


‘In Qatar.’


‘Qatar?’ I thought for a moment. ‘Yeah, I remember.’


A peat-tinged Highland river and a city in the desert, there could be no greater contrast. I recalled the day for other reasons. I was on a teaching contract and the father of one my students invited me for a day in the desert with his friends and some falcons. It was a pretty macabre spectacle, not like the gentle falconry practised here. A fat pigeon was released, given a few seconds of freedom, then a peregrine spurted off like a missile and the end was a distant puff of feathers. Not my thing, but I remember the space and silence of the desert as we sipped tea at sundown, long shadows cast by the dunes and a coolness I had never found in the city. It reawakened something – a river running serpentine from the moors and through the woods to the sea. The Findhorn. I’d told Nick about its wild spates and hidden gorges and its birth among the strange high country of the Monadhliath, the ‘grey hills’.


While it’s easy to paint word pictures of the unknown, the allure was different for each of us. And while I had the company of a ghost, Nick knew nothing about it.


I pulled a cord on my rucksack and went on, following Nick though not his movements. He was struggling. His sack was full and taut and I thought the weight was cramping his gait. I noticed how he crow-footed around a big stone that I took in one step, and every incline elicited a soft grunt. Then he went through some yellow-flowering broom and disappeared.


A track came to our path from Dalvey. At the end of it were parked cars belonging to fishermen, and looking upriver we could see maybe a dozen figures, most on the banks but a few standing midstream in two or three feet of water, clad in waders and jungle fatigues and casting and floating their flies in a single action. They were all after salmon.


Then in one short step the riverbank changed from flattened grass and openness to a steep slope so densely wooded we could hardly get onto it. After the easier strolling of the first stretch we now fought for every yard, over or around fallen and half-fallen timber which all seemed to have died downslope and crossways to where we wanted to go. Though we tried hard it was impossible to twist our bodies through oaks and birch that grew thick to the river’s edge, their barriers making us detour half a dozen times in a minute. Nick struggled to keep up the pace. A noose of bramble took his leg and he kicked madly to get free, spitting out curses that I’d never heard before. A sort of temperate jungle had evolved here with sub-storeys of vegetation that appeared to be living on and through each other. Coils of ivy hung from overhead branches and tied themselves around trees with a kind of suffocating menace. At its densest, little light came through the branches and the air smelt old and damp. Fungus and parasitic growths were everywhere, as if the place was rotting from the ground up. In fact these woods make up the outliers of the great Darnaway Forest, a hunting ground for variously rich and noble families down the ages. It may have been easier going on the crest of the slope, but we hardly gave it a thought, keeping to the river, which though still broad, was now more hemmed in and ran through a well-defined valley.


Just as we began to weary, from the slope grew a lovely outcrop of pale rock, Old Red Sandstone that rose up in a barrel-like curve and was wonderfully smooth to touch. Soon after, the woods thinned, the steep bank rode inland and we stepped onto a gorgeous pebble beach, almost white in the sunshine, and rested. The river kinked at this point, and facing us at the crook on the other bank was a modest sandstone cliff, with growing from it a number of old and twisted oaks, having a tenure which appeared extraordinarily fragile. They overlooked a dark pool, almost still but for slow eddies that gave the water a viscous quality.


After this the river ran as straight as a river could run; in more than a mile the banks hardly varied and our view was compressed as if we were gazing through a telescope. To our right the land opened to the Meads of St John, an area of near-level farmland which I read had been cleared of trees in medieval times. Beyond a field of wheat was a low ridge dotted with stumps of more recently felled trees, and behind this the pressing forest. For a minute we had the company of some ancient-looking oaks, each one an island of sadness with hollowed-out trunks and missing limbs. A farmers’ track finished at a turning circle and through some trees came the acoustic of rapids, made deeper and louder by sun-bright cliffs on the far side. We got to the bank for a better look. From the pool beneath the cliffs the river fell in a noticeable step, the peaty waters narrowing and running white and cider-coloured until finding a new level. On a nearby beach half-buried in river sand was a huge tree stump. There was something disturbing about its appearance, stripped of bark and truncheoned by a thousand rocks in their passing. It made me wonder.


Kenn’s life changes when he is sent to fetch water from the well. The well is at the bottom of a bank by the river, and reaching it he sees a large salmon plough across the current. It settles in a pool on the far side. In the silence that follows ‘all his ancestors came to him’, and driven by some compulsion he puts aside somehow his fears, primal fears of creature-strength, of gamekeepers and lawcourts, and goes for the salmon. With stones picked from the riverbed he hounds the fish, wading and crawling and scooping more stones and attacking with such frenzy the salmon cannot stop or rest even for a moment – ‘inwardly a madness was rising in him, an urgency to rush, to hit, to kill’. As the saga unfurls, Kenn has the wounded and bleeding fish trapped in shallow water, and there is a moment when he grabs it by the gills, a salmon almost as long as he, and wrestles it ashore.


I feel Kenn’s battle with the salmon doesn’t quite work for the modern reader. It’s too brutal, too unsporting, not to mention that salmon are now an increasingly rare and protected feature of our rivers. Gunn was writing about the attitude of a boy in a Highland community of the early 1900s. Salmon were plentiful and poaching a way of life, certainly one means of putting food on the table. Kenn’s epic struggle, though, was much more – a rite-of-passage towards mature boyhood; it was somehow a duel that cemented his linkage with the ‘Old Folk’ of his ancestors, the Picts and broch-builders and their hunting instinct. This one event transformed the way he thought about the river, now his river, running through him like a thread of hope and lending a strength that he would one day draw upon.


Sluie Gorge couldn’t be far now, and I hoped we would get there before nightfall. More bare rock, more sandstone, the Findhorn curling on a meander and seeming to sink in on itself as wooded land on both banks climbed higher and more steeply. A noisier, faster river, more authoritative; it broke easily as it brushed past islets of pale stone and over shallows. If earlier the Findhorn presented an equal show of turbulence and quiet, now it was all movement.


Woodland came down to brush the water’s edge again and the merging lent a growing sense of remoteness to the valley. Time slipped by largely unregistered. We’d seen nobody since the anglers at Dalvey, hours ago. Our desire was always to keep to the bank, but when forced to seek easier ground, as sometimes we were, the river was reduced to fragments and glimpses; water-sound was still there, but it came to us dimly, filtered by all the undergrowth. When we found it again we saw a man midstream casting a rod. There was such a simple rhythm to his action, like a type of callisthenics that was in complete harmony with the flow, and we watched not wanting it to be broken by a fish or some distraction. I don’t think he was aware of us as we slipped by, on a good path at last and approaching a sheer and overhanging cliff. The walls seemed mechanically carved. There were layers of different sandstones, and in between these, gravels and conglomerate like a hardened soup. We probed its base until it banked against the dark of the river, not what we had hoped for, especially now in the gloom of evening. Retracing our steps until the valley side eased to about forty or forty-five degrees we monkeyed up, holding to roots and clawing and finding better angles. Then to my surprise we stumbled upon a disused switchback trail buried under years of leaf-mould. It wound and climbed through a stairwell of old trees and took us, breathing heavily, to a path high above the great cliffs. Nick was exhausted.


We had reached a wide terrace, some large beech trees, and soft and sheltered among them were level spaces, any of which would work for a small tent and bivouac. In a few minutes a spot we had chosen largely at random was colonised, made home.


After the bustle of cooking and eating and some chat, I lay back and opened my head to the river which came to me broken and hollow, and to other sounds. I looked up through the canopy to shards of sky.


In the deep shade of the woods night came upon us prematurely. Nick’s shadow moved in the green glow of his tent, then he settled and all was still. Tiredness had brought us to this glade and now in some magical way everything about it seemed right. ‘Going from the mouth to the source,’ Gunn writes, ‘may well seem to be reversing the natural order . . . Yet that is the way Kenn learned his river and, when he came to think of it, that is the way he learned life.’


The greater part of Highland River presents a middle-aged Kenn looking back on a childhood spent in and around a tight-knit fishing community. The sea has a strong if ambivalent presence in the text, as a material provider and sustainer but also one prone to spasmodic violence, and though Kenn feels its pull it is the river that captures his imagination. After his great battle with the salmon he works deeper into the valley, on forays with a friend, Beel, and his brother, Angus, to rabbit-bait, poach and to explore the birchwoods, the Pictish broch, and all the ways of the river. He wanted the ‘river knowledge’ that Angus had, and in time he went beyond it.


Here is not just an evocation of youth but something more profound, a memoir of the things which, though dimly observed at the time, have stayed most in his mind. Sledging with friends in winter he remembers, not the beauty of a snowy night or the sparkle of frost, but simply ‘a stillness and Arctic whiteness’. Kenn is moved by what he barely understands, the information received by his senses having an effect on him akin to music. Gunn’s narrative is unusual in that at times it rolls out like an internal monologue; Kenn’s mind-journeys transcend time, so his childhood, wartime and later experiences are pulled into a continual present.


The next day, from our campsite we tracked upstream, when suddenly the river narrowed to almost nothing; it hooked and cramped along a dense shading of contours – the Sluie Gorge, caused by the river working down into hard igneous rock. It is so deep it is almost subterranean, so that even the noise coming to us high on the rim was cave-like and echoing. White, disturbed water ran past more or less continuously, not just driven by the gradient but because it was jammed in and urged along in a single direction. The wonder we found was a graded path on the cliff-edge that led through scattered woodland, heather and blaeberry and mirrored every turn of the gorge. When occasionally it came to a clearing we stole out and marvelled at the wider scene, steep forests dropping to rock walls a hundred feet high or more, sheer or tiered with trees clinging to them in every attitude. A window to an undisturbed past; a rare thing even in Scotland. Nick whistled in appreciation.


‘You can imagine,’ I said, ‘the first humans coming here and seeing more or less the same view, standing just where we are.’


‘Who were they, the Picts?’


‘No, much earlier. Hunters for sure. This river would have been bursting with salmon and these woods thick with game. Like us they probably worked upstream from the coast, maybe having come over by sea from Doggerland.’


‘Dogger . . . what?’


‘After the last Ice Age a large part of the North Sea was land, a prehistoric hunting ground covered in oak-woods. Fishing boats have been picking up artefacts and wood from the seabed for years.’


Rubbing one of his eyes, Nick thought about this for a moment.


‘Yeah, that’s interesting. I didn’t know that . . . but I do worry sometimes about the stuff that lives in your head.’


In a few places estate owners had fashioned steps and attached iron railings for paying fishermen to reach the bank. There was nobody about so we went down. The river could not have been more than twelve feet wide and in the middle the stream-bed came through as a sharp ridge, splitting the flow and making both channels run in a complete frenzy.


For a short time the cliff path left the river as it went vaguely into a side-gorge, the way hard to see beneath leaf-fall. This was miles from the nearest road, and I wondered who ever came this way. From what I could see it was like a coastal chine remembered from childhood, dank and airless, with all manner of ferns and mosses. We climbed out to a thickly wooded hill, Dun Earn, once operating as a Pictish fort, then went back to riding the high path that snaked and stretched on a natural course and carried us lightly and in rhythm with the river, now seen only in flashes through the trees; heard more than seen, a low thunder that climbed the canyon walls and hung in the woods like a fog. It rose in pitch as we passed the outspill of the River Divie, and again as we sloped through even-aged conifers to where two large teeth tore at the current. The main flow was trapped in a kind of cul de sac, with nowhere to go but roll back on itself in confusion and escape in a wild step down. We stood for a moment as if mesmerised, then moved on to a spot not far upstream, where the river came out of a rapid and was faced with a bottleneck of about seven or eight feet. Here the entire Findhorn is squeezed through. The spot is known as Randolph’s Leap.


A grim little tale clings to this place and I asked Nick if he would like to hear it. Why not, he said, we need a break anyway. So I told of the dispute between two powerful families, the Cummings and the Earl of Moray, who lived on opposite sides of the Findhorn. Sometime in the thirteenth century, an attack by a thousand-strong force led by Alastair Cumming was thwarted and chased back by Thomas Randolph, who was fighting for the Earl. Most were hacked to pieces by Randolph’s men at or near this spot as they forded the river. Cumming and a few companions escaped and hid in a cave, but were all later smoked out and beheaded.


Nick listened while chewing a sandwich, but history, certainly this brand of it, held little appeal for him. He finished eating and looked about, unmoved. Maybe the account sat ill with the beauty of this place; the clash of steel, the chaos and savagery of men fighting and killing waist-deep in bloodied water. Somehow none of it belonged here. More likely it reinforced a suspicion that most written history is the hyperbole of the victors, overblown accounts of rulers and rogues and bloodletting.


The Findhorn is probably no different. The other parallel histories of family stories handed down orally about the folk who lived and loved and moved here, are largely, I suspect, unrecorded and forgotten. The untapped subconscious of memory is another storehouse, though it has no dates, no events or personages, just a quiet intuition of atmosphere, wordlessly lingering in the spirit of these places.


Above the Leap the river quietened. Conifers packed the bank with the thickness of a palisade, so we climbed and puffed and found a rough track that had seen nothing mechanical on it for years. Muddy seeps were taking it away piece by piece and our route was interrupted time and again by fallen trees. I felt most had came down in storms, and there was violence about their lying, snapped or forced over, with roots skywards holding stones and earth, still living.


If the planted pinewoods were largely sterile places, the birch groves crawled with life – ferns and lichens along outstretched branches, wild honeysuckle bushing around crowns of trees, fungi and moss taking the windfall at our feet. Oak, yew, and willow also grew there, and the water-loving alder.


Wherever we neared the bank there was brash. Since the tidal reach of Findhorn Bay we’d seen it, a latticework of dead grasses, twigs, small branches, animal remains; all arranged in long contours by the bank and on the soft upstream of boulders and tree crowns, a tangible evidence of the last spate. In narrow places we noticed clumps of it wrapped tight around branches that were shoulder-height and more, dried-out effigies of once green things that had been stranded there for years. They were a sign and had an ominous quality that we both could grasp.


When a choice was presented between following the old track or fighting the bank, we disagreed as to which was preferable. Nick rested on an abutment at a curve in the river, overlooking a bar of the palest stones. Ahead we could see the high grey arch of Daltulich Bridge growing from two sides of forest. After a brief discussion we took the south bank, the wilder side according to the map. A path of sorts fingered along the water’s edge to the last reach of fishermen, then gradually petered out in a wilderness of conifers. The next mile took an hour, our upstream as slow as the river’s downstream. The Find-horn faced sullen to the overcast sky, dark in its reflection and showing just an odd boulder; the stream was quietest since the great pool of Sluie.


Escaping the firs we came to a clear-felled area and went about negotiating armies of sawn crowns and discarded timber. Both of us were tiring, Nick more so. He grumbled again we’d taken the wrong bank. A lovely open stretch of fields appeared soon enough, though, where we could walk straight to Logie Bridge and see a couple of cars whose noise lingered as we crossed and rejoined the woods, on the left bank again.


After leaving Sluie every step presented new ground to me. I had read two lovely old books about the Findhorn, one by George Bain published in 1911, and another by Thomas Henderson from 1932, but for an accurate impression of this untrodden land I relied on maps, thinking beyond the colours and key symbols. Rivers run with contours, so I studied their loops and curves, the pattern of their spacing, but the landscape I conjured up out of them fell short of what I had expected. I felt the maps had missed something or maybe I was reading them wrong, that the loops and symbols were like some runic script I could not decipher. But then I suppose even the best map can never offer more than the bare bones. The living tissue and detail and beauty of a place only come into being with our presence there.


My map-gazing had showed an intriguing mile of bunching and twisting contours on the final section before Dulsie Bridge, a gorge of sorts. I wondered what this meant for our plan of reaching this landmark by dark. Nick wanted a path, a good one, or he else he would camp soon, and he wasn’t arguing. His rucksack, he reminded me, was only a tad lighter than yesterday’s.


The path was good, and it varied, one minute leading through a shag-carpet of woodrush and tree boughs, the next to a bouldery shore with dark puddles. After the brief openness of Logie the river found its valley again. Conifered slopes crowded inwards, light dimmed, colours grew muted, mustard-colour of gorse against grey rock walls. The river corridor narrowed and the path now crept along a small ledge only a few feet above the waters. Ardclach Church was around this spur, but we came upon it suddenly and almost unexpectedly, a green place in the nook of a bend. There was the church and adjoining meadow and a small road winding steeply down the valleyside. No cars and no one on the meadow. The church itself was all boarded up. Three yew trees lived in the small cemetery and on the minister’s grave yellow narcissi bloomed.


In the next few miles the Findhorn reached a peak of such loveliness we forgot our tiredness and moved as if in a kind of trance. Nowhere does the river snake and twist more or change its flow from stepped white to calm so quickly. Pine and broadleaf trees grew on the canyon walls at impossible angles and the darkening afternoon lent the place something northern and arboreal. A softness as well, I think because the river had made its own way and life had followed it down.


For an age our path picked along the water’s edge, losing itself among miniature beaches and greasy stones, then climbing steep and narrow to ride over a spur and down again to Daltra and a broadening valley.The ground spread to pasture and a ridge in the distance. Then we seriously gained height. The cliffs on our side rose more sheer and I couldn’t see for sure where the path went. It reached so high that when we stared down the river filled the entire frame. At this point it narrowed to little more than a ledge scratched on the cliff face and we had to cling to rocks so that, when facing the cliff, our faces were level with little plants that grew there – primroses, wild strawberry and saxifrage. Where a burn came from the side, lying among moss and brookweed was a dying bird, a kestrel.


I felt some regret as we pulled out of the gorge, even as we climbed into evening sunshine that bathed everything in a diffuse orange glow. Half an hour later we leaned on the bridge at Dulsie and looked sixty feet down to the river sloughing past, the surface heavy like oil. A thundering came from upstream rapids. It was good to reach the old crossing point; we could stop here, but I felt the day had more to run. Even so, when I suggested to Nick a place a mile and a half further I was surprised that he agreed.


We crossed and turned and went towards the noise, and from a high vantage point peered over a torrent that in the half-light had a ghostly quality. The Findhorn bottled here into the tightest corner of its course, looping back on itself in a trail of white and calming before rolling towards the bridge. Day visitors leave their cars in a small lay-by to view the spectacle, and over the years have made a path. A smaller path carried on somewhat further and plunged to the bank. We tried to work along it but in no time we were bending around the ironwork of trunks and boughs and mangrove-like roots, all trace of the path gone.


With night came the old urgency and I forged ahead in a callous and self-absorbed way, arming aside branches. I was only aware that Nick was right behind when a branch whipped back into his face and he swore loudly. The trees left the bank to bluffs and terraces, which reduced us virtually to rock-climbing until we abandoned the river and climbed steeply, holding onto nothing more substantial than moss-backed wood and rotting vegetation.


Away from the river night closed around us, and as the angle relented, trees clothed the slope. A few of them seemed troubled, their bark cankered and rucked into small blocks, all thrown into sharp relief by our passing torch beams. Their branches were hung with feathery lichen that glowed like magnesium in the battery light. We footed through the softness, so tired now, not entirely sure where we were, down what might have been a field; but there were birch huddled in groves and grass so high it was more like savannah. A water-sound from our left was different in tone to the Findhorn. The Tor Burn, I was sure of it.


I crossed it slowly using stone islands; Nick waded and splashed, not really caring. Let’s camp, he said. I ran my torch over the ground. From the amount of debris it was certainly a spot that flooded regularly. Okay, this looks fine. We’d found a kind of hollow, on a corner of turf where the tributary met the Findhorn. Around us was a thicket of young birch with larger trees on some raised ground, and these screened us so effectively that even had it been day we could not have seen beyond them. This lent a feeling of cosy seclusion, but also a sense of being overlooked. At first I don’t think Nick was aware of this. I felt it strongly.


As water boiled we got our shelters up, then gathered brash and dry wood for a small fire which Nick raised on some nearby rocks. The day’s long unravelling began as we sat back to enjoy the tea. In ten minutes we were able to spoon a large meal from plastic plates as the fire grew and radiated its warmth. The desiccated stuff left by the river flared up, sending light into the shadows and bringing out all the hollow features on Nick’s face. His hair was tousled and matted and his grin had a life-affirming quality, not just approving this spot where the rivers joined, but our walk in general and this day and the last hours especially, the quiet magic of the Findhorn.


‘One of my best days,’ he said, ‘and I’ve got it all here.’ He pressed a finger to his temple.


‘Let it run through you,’ I said.


‘Do you mean the river? . . . no, don’t explain. No more of that. I don’t want to wake up with your chewed-up ideas in my head. I’m dreaming about women tonight.’


‘Okay, just listen to it, then.’


We did, at least I did, to the water running over thousands of pebbles, an unending whirring, but when I listened more deeply there were always single notes beyond, something swallowing, like a stone dropped into a pool, a sound on the fringe yet so pervasive it reached over the rapids and under them and, if you allowed it, grew in your mind.


Then a sound that was completely different. You hear new sounds because of their anomaly and this one we both registered immediately – a loud crack, and it came from behind. Nick swung round.


‘What the hell was that?’


We stood and waved our torches at the surrounding dark, the beams catching the white of birch-bark. Beyond that they couldn’t penetrate, there was a wall of blackness.


‘Probably some animal. A deer maybe.’ I was pretty convinced.


Nick continued searching, his light more powerful than mine, though I noticed he didn’t stray from his position by the fire.


Then we heard it again and both jumped. It was different in key, probably because it was closer, and louder. Moving away from the fire we scouted in small orbits, not entirely sure what was going on. We scanned the dark behind the birch and cast light where before had been shadows. I withdrew to our patch to sort a few things, and for some minutes heard Nick’s soft footfalls in the brash and saw his torch flashes. He needed to be sure. I built the fire up with more branches that I broke to length, in a quiet way if that’s possible. Nick on his return was pensive.
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