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    Hamish Brown has wandered the world and its mountains all his life. His early Hamish’s Mountain Walk is a classic, the story of the first continuous round of the Munros, but he has written extensively about Scotland, the Lowland canals, a trio walking the West Highland Way, and guides to the Fife Coast, Skye and Kintail. Besides editing the writings of Seton Gordon and Tom Weir, he has compiled the poetry anthologies Speak to the Hills and Poems of the Scottish Hills. The Mountains look on Marrakech (an end-to-end traverse of the Atlas) was short-listed for the Boardman-Tasker Prize for mountain literature. He has already published Walking the Song, another collection of travel writing over the years, to which Chasing the Dreams is a companion volume. His most recent book East of West, West of East tells of his family’s travels and escaping Malaya and Singapore in World War Two – a remarkable story based on Hamish’s mother’s letters, his own boyhood memories, and his father’s terse report of the horrors of escaping the Japanese advance.
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    Your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams.




    Acts 2:17




     




    Dreams are more potent than reason.




    W. H. Murray


  




  

    FOREWORD




    A previous collection, Walking the Song, I called a potpourri, a collection mainly of articles which had appeared in print over the length of an active life. Chasing the Dreams is very much in the same vein, describing more places and experiences that caught my imagination and have stayed clear in my ‘shaky edifice of memory’. Most mountaineers are curious about life in general, with many strands to the rope that belays them to the world. Pieces selected have largely been left as they appeared though I have added a few notes where helpful. Sections this time end with a poem, and the last section is different. Fortunately, I have always kept logs (diaries) so can check on facts but I just wish I’d taken more to heart Dr Johnson’s admonition to Boswell, ‘... when we travel again let us look better about us.’




    As with Song, Dreams is set out in sections of related themes and interests, topical and geographical. There is considerable autobiographical content as, perforce, I’m describing the curious I’ve seen, enjoyed, or suffered. In my experience, the fabled city of dreams is always over the horizon, never just round the corner. Dreams have to be chased. It is the chasing that is life. As Robert Service sang, ‘... it isn’t the gold that I’m wanting, / So much as just finding the gold’.




    In the longer Scottish-based accounts the Ordnance Survey Landranger map number is given at the start so, if wanted, readers can follow wanderings in detail; and I’ve a sketch map for one Atlas narrative. Heights and distances set a problem because of our half-baked attempt at going metric but generally British locations will have heights in either feet or metres and distances in miles while furth of Britain is all metric.




    If there is less ‘straight’ mountaineering content in Dreams this is largely from responses to Song where many said it was the stories of people and places and various ‘happenings’ which were most interesting. (‘One climb described is very like any other climb described.’) There’s a touch of the nostalgic, remembering a more innocent world, a less-endangered, unpressurised existence and I was also fortunate in seeing many of the world’s great sites / sights (Victoria Falls, Taj Mahal, Machu Picchu) before the advent of Tourism, with a capital T. Tourism always wears such big boots. We have become an affluent society, in thrall to such trite interests, while our needy seas and landscapes face a general insensitivity, and the continuing rapacity of commercial interests. Two of my first realisations of this when younger were the unbelievable plan to dam the Nevis gorge to make more electricity (which roused Tom Weir to the conservation battle of his life) and the National Trust for Scotland surrendering St Kilda – now a double World Heritage Site – to the military. Today’s most blatant scam is seeing vast tracks of scenic landscape blighted with windfarms in so many, many wrong places.




    All through my lifetime this duck-nibbling destruction of landscape quality has gone on; constant rear-guard actions no match for the big guns of moneyed self-interests. We know we need the rainforests yet continue to destroy them, we need the oceans but continue to misuse them, we are even filling the sky overhead with junk. What right have we to seek other worlds when we have miscarried on the one we have? Thirty years ago I suggested we were ‘a failed species on the way out’. Maybe the world will flourish again when we have gone.




    At school I was once called ‘Curiosity Kid’ (one regular, much-enjoyed schools’ ‘Nature Question Time’ programme on the ‘wireless’ was entirely given over to answering the questions I’d sent in) and I am glad never to have lost an interest in this very fascinating and very beautiful world, however we, humankind, seek to destroy it and each other. I’ve walked songs and chased dreams. Norman McCaig wrote ‘There’s a Schiehallion wherever you go, / the thing is, to climb it.’ Dreams have to be chased. Beware, however, once you have the sniff of desert, mountain or sea air, you may be sneezing for the rest of your life.




    Chasing the Dreams is the result of being fortunate enough to spend most of a lifetime roaming wilder places (mostly mountains), at home in Scotland and many far corners of the world, from Arctic to Mediterranean ranges, America, Africa and the East. Fortuitously, thirteen years, which is the total from fifty-three visits, have been to the Berber people’s world of the Atlas Mountains. There is something, beyond telling, in having another place in the world, another people and culture nobler than one’s own in which to find solace and escape the inconsequential pressures and hamster-wheel captivity of life in our Western world. It is desirable to have a well-filled past; it is all the future we eventually have to hold.




    





    Happy the man, and happy he alone,


    He who can call today his own,


    He who, secure within, can say,


    Tomorrow, do thy worst for I have lived


    today.




    John Dryden


  




  

    TRAMPING IN SCOTLAND




    The First Munro on Ski




    I find exercise . . . unbearable. I much prefer to set off and suffer the first few weeks.




    Wally Herbert




     




    This piece was written over fifty years ago and I came on it only recently – and marvelled at my youthful enthusiasm. That first Munro, Stuc a’Chroin, was climbed with ordinary ski equipment: no touring bindings with heel uplift, no skins, nothing to help. There is nothing quite like ‘the first fine careless rapture’ of confident youth so I have left the text unaltered. A note of warning however: our teaching ourselves to ski was not a good idea. There are technical tricks we never discovered, and we picked up some bad habits. When I realised this I went on a course at Glenmore Lodge to be ‘sorted out’ (by instructor Clive Freshwater who would later open the Loch Insh Outdoor Centre). I would go on to gain my ski instructor’s certificate and enjoy ski-mountaineering in the Pyrenees, Alps and Atlas. So, if you’d like to learn to ski, do so under proper instructors!




    Another matter that this piece, never intended for publication, almost flaunts, is the abundant availability of snow. Our recalling good snowy winters those decades ago is not just the gilding of memory – they happened. I kept a note of hills climbed on Christmas Day and New Year’s Day and they invariably tell of deep snow flounders in the far North West, of lochs frozen solid, of lower landscapes and roads burdened with snow. Once competent enough on skis I determined that skiing was the only way to ‘bag’ winter Munros. But after some years the number of such outings began to drop, for starting points became higher and higher as the snow base rose, and it became far too big a hassle to gain a reward. Struggling up through the heather carrying skis was not in the contract. Oh, but what glory days they were! When it was good it was purest bliss, as I tell in ‘The Ring of Tarf’ a little further on. You need to be mental to trump any denial of climate change by now.




    From extensive reading at this time I knew of mountain skiing in the Alps or in Polar regions, but what about in Scotland? After a deep snow flounder over a summit above Drumochter I came on the sweeping curves of ski tracks on the slopes below me. Ah! – it was done in Scotland. Skiing could complete an enthusiast’s winter triptych: Munros, Climbing, Skiing.




    A harsh winter promptly brought snow down to sea level in Fife (February 1963) and, after a first morning on a local golf course, we lugged our skis up Largo Law (just under 1000 feet). Icy, crusted conditions ensured plenty of thrills and spills, and a dramatic encounter with the top wires of a fence when heading down and suddenly realising that skis did not have brakes. We had a few encounters of a prickly kind when ending up in gorse bushes. Fit climbers as we thought ourselves, we suffered aches and pains and stiffness on a new level after that.




    Our next outing was to the Ochils, where we camped at Paradise above Dollar, on a level with Castle Campbell. On good slopes there we learned kick-turns then, in the afternoon, headed up the 2000 foot White Wisp in conditions all too familiar to tourers: spindrift blasting across the snow and stinging our faces when we cowered in the stronger hits. On the bald summit we crouched for long minutes, gasping and blinded, stunned by the brutal assault of the storm. We edged down the lip of the corrie for shelter and noted the length of the burn below was choked with avalanche debris. Over half a mile of circling windslab snow had been detached; as we skied along we trembled at the possibility of setting off another lot. Vanishing in and out of clouds, we again zigzagged down and round the hill. This first taste of the heights was good, we felt, but being able to turn properly would be an asset. Kick-turns as our only option had limitations, and were apt to become sit-down turns on steeper, deeper snow.




    We had another brilliant day just along from Buckhaven, the perfect powder snow lying six inches deep on the braes. We actually managed turns – of a sort. When we made a whole series down to the beach there was a glow of satisfaction. I recalled entries in Alpine hut books that told of exploits like Chamonix to Zermatt. Someday perhaps . . . Meanwhile, we’d had Largo Law, just under 1,000 feet, Whitewisp, just over 2,000 feet. Surely the next step was a Munro on skis.




    In the meantime two of my pupils, together, and I, alone, set off to hitch north on a Friday for a rendezvous on the edge of Rannoch Moor. We had our eyes on a climb on Saturday, and on Sunday, when our local club’s hired bus arrived, we planned the historic Upper Couloir of Stob Ghabhar.




    None of us managed further than Strathyre. I perforce spent a tentless night out in the forest near the village: an unforgettable bivouac, so still a night that a candle on a spruce frond lit up the scene in magical fashion. On a li-lo, and with two skimpy summer sleeping bags, I was cosy enough and lay reading awhile. (Somehow, to my embarrassment, the Sunday Post got hold of this incident and made a song and dance about it.)




    In the morning, with no opening of roads ahead, I thumbed a lift southwards – all the way to Edinburgh in one go – and returned to Fife by train. A phone call confirmed that the Kirkcaldy Mountaineering Club bus would still set off on the Sunday and would simply stop when forced to and let us loose wherever. I could take my skis, I decided. (Later I heard the two lads supposedly meeting up with me the day before had spent the weekend camping and roaming the Ochils.)




    The bus stuck at Lochearnhead; Glen Ogle was still blocked. A mass assault on the Ben Vorlich/Stuc a’Chroin pair was mooted and so, by chance, here was the opportunity for my first Munro on skis.




    What climber does not revel in rhythm? Here it was then: on and on up Glenample, across the burn, gradually ascending and traversing the hillside. Only occasionally was a turn necessary, only occasionally a herring-bone pattern to break the long clean line. Hard work, but joyous, satisfying. Above Glenample shieling I heard the dogs barking and saw the dots of our bus group crossing to the cottages far below. Who had the laugh now? (Most regarded skis as very suspect).




    The Allt a’Choire Fhuadaraich was crossed and for the steep climb up Creag Dubh (the Black Crag) I dismounted – and at once sank in to the knees. Those 500 feet are best forgotten. I had to rest continually with heart pounding furiously. Gradually I reached the stage of cursing skis and climbing and myself for ever putting on a pair of boots. On top of the shoulder I lay on some bare rocks with legs shaking uncontrollably and the sweat freezing my shirt tail into a board. I lay flat out, crunching sugary sweets until muscles and nerves slowly returned to normal. The others could catch up if they liked. To hell with it!




    Skis on again for the continuing ascent. Several times I had to rest, twice I tried to walk only to find it even more strenuous. Gradually the height was gained, and spirits could do nothing but follow as Ben More and Stobinian rose over the intervening hills as great white pyramids.




    The view from the hard-won summit was superlative: Lowlands and Highlands completely white-washed. I sat by the cairn eating and staring round, naming off range after range of peaks from Arran to Nevis to the Cairngorms – they were all there – all old friends, all climbed, and loved and longed for again. The Stuc had always been kind: this was the fifth perfect stay on its top in two years. I dozed off for half an hour until the cold woke me again. I fastened on the bindings and pushed off – and went flat on my back. Ice!




    I felt a mixture of meanness and wickedness in a satisfying sort of way as I sped across Coire Chroisg to where the others were still plodding up. After a brief exchange I swung away across the corrie again – back and forwards – long runs and sweeping turns, all with exaggerated aplomb. Some turns were not exactly smooth but I managed not to fall and spoil it all. With the others on the top ridge I swung along to Creag Dubh again. Here the slope was steep and broken by crags and frozen waterfalls and burns. Its descent was highly exciting. At the foot, long slopes of soft snow gave endless swinging routes. The air rushed past with a roaring and popping in the ears. Rather frightening. Very wonderful. Then into the banked hollow of the burn: a mild Cresta run to twist and turn down for a mile. When it became too hectic it was simple to turn up the bank and lose momentum.




    About the 1,500 ft contour I skirted round under Creagan nan Gabhar and the aim was changed to losing as little height as possible while running down Glenample. Apart from the crossing of the farm burns it was a continuous glide of one-and-a-half miles. In front lay Loch Earn and the creamy hills of Glen Ogle, behind the unwavering track from the crags and the white ridges lifting against an Alpine-blue sky: utter silence but for the soft swish of the skis; utter content; singing solitude; tired muscles relaxing. Yes, every agony was worthwhile. I laughed and sang and then turned for a last schuss down into the trees and over the burn for the path again. Lingering pauses were made beside snow-ringed pools. Only a solitary hare moved in the warm afternoon hush. I walked back to the bus in a dream. Tomorrow the agony!




    Three hours later the others came back. Till then I sat in the hotel enjoying cup after cup of hot, sweet tea. The armchair was soft and relaxing. The view was across to the hills we had been on. Slowly they turned pink and the shadows rose with dusk over their slopes. The first star shone out above a lemon-washed crest. As Ben Johnson noted, ‘… in short measure life may perfect be.’




    Easter: Mull Aflame




    Of course there are dragons in the mountains.


    That is their attraction and their fear.




    OSLR 48, 49




    ‘Where do you want off?’ the driver asked as we sped down Glen More in the Iona Ferry bus from Craignure. ‘At the bridge, please’ – but I should have said ‘right now,’ for framed in the glen was the bold, angular bulk of Ben More of Mull, sovereign Munro in all the isles – other than extravagant Skye. The hill lay sharp as if chiselled, a blaze of blue beyond; a picture of perfection.




    We were dropped off at the Teanga Brideag bridge, after a wee chat, for on Mull bus drivers are friendly. He said the weather might last, even if Mull had ‘used up half the annual good days this one week.’ The bus had picked us up in eastern Glen More where we had left my campervan for our exit from the hills once Mull had given Colin his first Munro and I had climbed my penultimate Corbett. There had been frost on the van’s windscreen when we left Fishnish at 07.30. We left a note with the Craignure police in case someone began to worry about the van, parked for several days.




    As the bus sped off for Loch Sgridain and the Ross of Mull to the Iona ferry, we were panting up the Brideag Burn, thankful to be going over only the first bosses of hill to pitch our camp near where I had first camped on the island a score of years before. That, too, had been during an Easter heatwave, with a school group, while now the sun smote down on a sturdy, fit young nephew, enthusiastic for any ploy on land or sea. The heat was tempered by mercy, however, as, despite the sun, a bitter wind blew. For walking this was an unusual perfection: no rain, no midges, no sweat. Storm, the dog, may have wished for a shorter coat; he was a Shetland Collie.




    The slopes were deep-littered in tawny dry grass which we collected in armfuls to lay under our tent groundsheets. Boulders from the burn provided stools. We brewed, and with the tea we ate the last of a Christmas cake. Migrant wheatears flew past the site. A first wood anemone was in flower in a rocky nook above a deep pool of startling clarity.




    I recounted to Colin how, on that first visit, everyone dived and splashed in the water and then wandered slowly upstream from tempting pool to delectable waterfall to better pool. My snooze by the tents had been broken an hour or two later by shouts and yells as down the hillside came what looked like a gang of naked savages. The slopes were just sprouting new growth after extensive burning and proved very sharp to bare feet, hence the war dances. They were also sending up clouds of black soot – a good excuse for another swim.




    On that visit we also had an unforgettable close encounter of a midgy kind. The sweltering day had brought them to the boil and, as we were dependent on public transport and were camping, flight was impossible. We camped on a breezy knoll above the burn, saved largely by anabatic and katabatic winds. The cleft with the burn, entirely windless, held a seething stew of midges. One could reach an arm into the buzz and in seconds it would be covered in a black tactile skin of insects. Draw the arm out again and they fell off like blowing coal dust. It was a shivery fascination to do this, for at the back of one’s mind was the vision of doom if the kindly breezes should go. On that visit, however, the breezes sent for reinforcements, and a gale drove us to Tobermory youth hostel, a cosy eighteenth-century building on the seafront. At the storm’s climax we went to Calgary Bay to see immense rollers smashing ashore, spray flying inland for hundreds of yards, and the waterfalls standing on end. Today’s ascent with Colin would be quite different. We set off at 11.00 – the last time I checked my watch. When there’s plenty time, forget time.




    Ben More is a big tent-shaped block from many angles, with the lower cone of A’Chioch lying to the east along a narrow ridge. The hill often appears to be smoking like a volcano (which it once was) or looks black and forbidding, for the rock is mainly basalt, rising from great skirts of scree. Not to be underestimated: Loch na Keal or Loch Scridain, the usual starting points, are sea lochs, so you climb all of Ben More’s 3,169 ft (966 m). The hard work is rewarded by hauling out to as fine a hill view as you’ll enjoy in Britain, ranging from Ireland in the south to the Torridons in the north, and with the Outer Hebrides down the western horizon. Cuillin, Rum, Ardgour, Nevis, Etive, Cruachan, Arran, Jura, all these and other mainland or island hills will be displayed on the days of gifted glory.




    Ben More is the top favourite of all Munros that are kept for ‘the last’ by those who have been ticking off the list. The next favourite is the Inaccessible Pinnacle – perhaps from being ‘the hardest Munro’ – but Ben More is kept for the last for geographical reasons and, I’m sure, a touch of the romantic. Being on an island does mean a certain amount of extra organisation is required to reach Mull, so Ben More is often only given consideration well on in a walker’s Munroing, at which stage the thought is planted ‘This would be a splendid Munro to finish on’. Oddly, it was my first Munro when I set off to do all the Munros in a single expedition. That was a heatwave April as well, with the girls in bikinis – and regretting it by the time we got back to our camp by Loch Scridain. They were all too literally ‘in the pink’ by then.




    I have just checked my record for weather in case I’m also conveying the idea that the weather in Mull is always sunny. I find notes of ascents with ‘traverse in thick mist,’ ‘severe gales,’ ‘thick, wet clag,’ so the weather is fairly average. But when it is good, it is very, very good.




    Colin and I cut the corner a bit before the head of the valley as we wanted to follow up a side-stream descending from the pap of A’Chioch – water would be welcome up high with such thirsty walking. Hills began rising all around. Mull is surprisingly hilly and feels big enough that you can forget you are on an island.




    I’m sure the majority of the people who climb Ben More simply walk up the NW slope from Dhiseig (Dhisig), a pity for the finest approach is undoubtedly along the eastern ridge from A’Chioch. I’d recommend our line from Glen More, or by Glen Clachaig from Loch Ba to the north-east. A’Chioch is a cone of ‘chaotic rubbish’ to quote one of my lads, but any contouring traverse to avoid the bump gives much harder work. Colin romped up its unstable slopes. Once on the connecting ridge to Ben More the going becomes ‘interesting’. We followed a white hare to begin with, Storm tracking it along the edge of nothing in a way we found rather nerve-wracking, on a sort of Carn Mor Dearg Arête type of ridge. Ben More’s steep north face was still deeply snow covered, scarred with fallen cornices, and the rocks crowning it were grey-bearded with overnight frost. By this approach Ben More feels like a real mountain.




    Approaching the top, we could hear voices above us and Storm shot off to bark insults at the summit trespassers. For a ‘remoter’ Munro, Ben More was remarkably busy. A couple from Derbyshire and a lad from Edinburgh exchanged greetings and exclamations of delight. Storm rolled on the snow. Never a demonstrative lad, Colin just grinned, and dug out an Easter egg saved for the occasion of topping his first Munro. I wonder whether he could have any idea that he would later come to live and work out here in the West. In 2004, as part of the Boots Across Scotland event (described in a later section), he climbed Ben More again as his chosen hill. We stayed on the sunny summit for half an hour. By then, another man and dog and a cheery Croydon school party had arrived. A swirl of seagulls was speculating about our being a food source.




    Those who have kept Ben More for their last Munro will be delighted at the choice if they enjoy such a fine day as we did; but they may not know of a bad-weather hazard shared with the Skye Munros: the summit rocks are magnetic and the compass erratic. This is quite amusing (or quite alarming) for we are so brainwashed into believing ‘the compass never lies’ that we are shocked when it does. A careful bearing off the summit of Ben More will take you down on a quite unscheduled line! The effect is bad only on the summit. Knowing this in advance, one just takes care: there are well-defined ridges and corrie edges which help with navigation. A trick I learnt for Skye conditions was to make tiny two-pebble cairns up the last clouded climb – so the way off was well-indicated, while the markers were easily enough kicked over in passing during the descent.




    We scampered off, down to the A’Chioch col again, then turned down into Coir’ Odhar and across to follow ridge rather than valley back to the tents. We managed to stalk five hinds to about fifty yards, and shortly afterwards Storm set up two hares which careered off to panic another group of hinds. For a while the whole hillside seemed to be moving.




    We came upon some big whalebacks of rough granite, but they were too easy-angled to be of scrambling interest. The basalt is useless, too, and the red granite outcrops of Fionnphort are too small, so Mull is not much of a rock-climber’s island. We arrived back at the tents ready for a brew and all too soon the shadows crept down. I kept moving up the hillside with my book to stay in the sun, while Colin started cooking, another fun part of the outdoor world he was into. The day grew bitterly cold, and after supper we soon burrowed into our sleeping bags, enjoying ‘the rush of the burn and hill bliss’ as my log noted.




    Mull offers excellent trekking routes and the next day we had a good sample. We were heading for a bothy, so as we’d be motoring this way at the end of our sortie, we stashed the tents and other odds and ends beside the next burn up Glen More, hiding them with the plentiful dry grass. This Allt Ghillecaluim came down in many little falls and the old path up its banks was visible only occasionally as we sweated up Coir’ a’Mhaim (many old paths in Mull are no longer maintained). There was a long levelling-out with the burn slowly shrinking till it vanished and we emerged on to the fine col of Mam Breapadail (c.1,250 ft, 380 m) with its whisper of wind and sky-scraper cumulus above.




    This was no gentle watershed crossing: the ground fell away before us into Coire Mor with Devil’s Beef Tub steepness and Glen Cannel seemed miles below, yet we soon zigzagged down to brew where several streams joined, each draining an equally fine corrie, an impressive heart to the mountains of Mull at the head of the flat-floored Glen Cannel. A purply haze crept over the ridges and only when we smelled it did we recognise it as moor-burning. The shepherds were busy using the dry spell.




    A mile down the glen was a ruined farm, Gortenbuie, while across the valley lay long-abandoned burial grounds – the ‘dead centre of Mull’ Colin reckoned. There were no graves visible. People no longer live in these remote spots; the shepherds come in by Land Rover and return to comfy homes on the coast at night. The gain is sometimes ours as we acquire a bothy here and there. We headed off for one now, crossing the burn by the skeletal beams of a 1910 bridge.




    On the way we passed a ‘bird-cone’ which had been much used by a buzzard (we’d put one up), for it was well whitewashed and surrounded by animal skulls, vertebrae, fluff and feathers. These cones seem to be a phenomenon peculiar to the islands. Usually they are coastal, but here they were central and in profusion. A slight knoll makes a perch, the birds’ droppings encourage growth, dust is caught by the growth and the process builds up a solid green cone. On Jura I have seen them five feet high.




    We cut up and round, eastwards and then northwards, with birch wood [now, alas, a conifer plantation – Glen Forsa, too is now constipated with conifers from end to end] leading to a pass at just over 500 ft (151 m) and then down to neat Tomsleibhe bothy, where a squabble of crows rather grudgingly welcomed us. Glen Forsa was busy with men and dogs driving sheep out of danger, so after a lunchtime brew Colin, Storm and I headed south up Glen Lean behind the bothy for Beinn Talaidh (Talla). Some dead sheep lay in the burn: ‘Never mind, Colin; just extra protein’. We more or less kept to the stream itself – ‘burning up’ as I called it – till near the top the burn ran in a small gorge which might offer us some scrambling. Back, nearly at valley level, we had found some aluminium rods which I hoped might be parts of a meteorological balloon, but after finding some other bits and pieces we realised there had been a plane crash somewhere nearby. The pieces of wreckage became steadily more numerous as we boulder-hopped up the burn, with bits of complicated machinery appearing as well as mangled shards of the aircraft’s skin. A big strut lay on the bank. Then ahead we saw a pile of grey material, as if a lorry had tipped a load of rubbish into the gorge. The crash site was above, high on the hill, so the wreckage must have been pushed down into the gorge. There must have been mice living in the wreckage, for Storm was soon all but invisible – just his tail waving from a jagged hole. There was a propeller showing and one big and one small wheel. Colin thought we were seeing two engines, but it was all so broken up it was difficult to recognise anything. He found one ‘sliding part’ of stainless steel that glittered with surprising freshness, but much of the wreckage was thoroughly embedded in the rocky banks. What we saw was sickening, not just an impersonal TV report; this was real.




    We climbed on in silence, but the gully walls had converged to a narrow gut down which shot the small but wetting stream. The escape was an ungardened Jericho Wall, and we scrambled up a loose-enough exit line, which certainly took our minds off the crashed aircraft. Storm rushed off and was soon tail flag-waving in another hole. It looked like a rabbit burrow, but this was 1,700 ft up and all we saw were hares in various stages of transition from winter to summer colouring. There are either high-level rabbits on Mull, or hares that burrow.




    The east flank of Talaidh is steep with plenty of rock poking through so any distraction was welcome as we zigzagged on. Eventually we came up against the summit screes, but just as we were about to tackle them I noted a faint track going off at a slant to the right. Whether it was made by man, sheep or deer we did not debate. We used it thankfully, crossed a rim of snow, and were soon scurrying, Colin ahead, along the easy-angled final shaly stretch to the cylindrical concrete trig pillar of Beinn Talaidh. I’d ticked my Corbett [now, alas, reclassified as a Graham, only just failing to make 2,500 feet].




    The glory had departed: steely greys and denim blues filled in the picture, like a poster done by a child with a limited range of felt-tip pens. As a viewpoint, Talaidh matched Ben More (‘stunning’ in the SMC guide). This is very often true of many Corbetts and lesser summits. They may not be so high, but often being more isolated, they can provide grandstand views. Indeed, Beinn Talaidh is possibly Gaelic for hill of the view.




    Dun da Ghaoithe, Mull’s undisputed Corbett at 2,513 ft (766 m), stands across Glen Forsa in the eastern block of hills. This hill, fort of two winds, can be climbed in a pleasant circuit from Craignure or by taking the Iona bus round to Glen More and returning over the Corbett. I pointed out several other challenging hills south of the Glen More road, such as Ben Buie (one of my favourites), while perhaps as rewarding as any ascent, the coastal paths give a rich variety of walks. In some ways one wants a canoe or a boat for Mull as well. One of my friends actually kept Ben More as his last Munro simply so he could sail to the island for the celebratory completing.




    For this Easter visit we had hired a caravan near Fishnish and Colin’s gran, my mother, was ensconced there during our sortie in the hills. (Travelling to and from Mull she had slept in the campervan while we two slept in tents.) After our return to Fishnish we all went to explore Duart Castle, walk the Carsaig coast, voyage out on the Iolaire from Fhionnphort to Staffa for Fingal’s Cave, and visit Mull’s Little Theatre for a reading of poems and prose plus a Chekhov skit; activities enjoyed alike by Colin, a busy 12-year-old, and mother, a lively 79.




    For two or three years a wagtail chose to nest on the Fishnish-Lochaline ferry and successfully raised broods – and became quite a tourist attraction. Now Mull is busier than ever with the lure of nesting sea eagles which can be seen from viewing hides but may be encountered anywhere. An adult eagle on one occasion took off from the road verge and passed only feet from my van’s windscreen. They are impressively big. I braked hard!




    Our chat on top of Talaidh was cut short by an inconsiderate flurry of snow. We scuttled off down the long easy north ridge, huge slopes to the west; westwards the whole of Glen Cannel seemed to be in flames with arcs of fire zipping up the hills and rolling great clouds of smoke into the air. Looked at from lower down, it seemed like the setting for some epic war film. Red deer pranced around in obvious distrust of this strange, fiery world. Thankfully our transverse glen had not been set alight.




    Tomsleibhe bothy was once a small farmstead with signs of other ruined buildings around it. First mentioned in a 1494 charter, it survived the Clearances of Glen Forsa to become the home of a shepherd. A tight little stone cottage with a slate roof, there are three rooms inside, the walls are whitewashed, there’s an original fireplace (we lit a fire just to dry off sweaty garments), essential large table etc. Lying off popular routes, it seems to keep vandal-free. And full marks to the MBA enthusiasts who look after the bothy (it was re-roofed in 2016). Supper I recorded: a tin of chicken supreme, then a bolognese, apple flakes, and soup (in that order) and plenty more to drink. All that time we were aware of those fires in front and behind, flickering and dying and flaring up again. We had one of those gloamings ‘when birds are shapes on coloured sky/and beat their flights without a cry’. Even after dark the gold eyes of fire glanced along the slopes of Glen Forsa. We had stars after dark, a naming of stars, a touch of infinity. The Andromeda galaxy, our nearest, could just be seen by eye, yet the light we were seeing began its journey to us two and a half million years ago.




    Frequent notes in the bothy book mentioned the crashed aircraft. (Most such sites are cleared.) One writer said he had turned down a lift on that very flight while stationed in Iceland. The crash date was 1st February 1945, the plane a Dakota on a Canada-Prestwick flight. When we went into the church hall in Salen two days later, a framed citation told us a few more details. Surprisingly, while three crew died, there had been five survivors; one managed to make his way off the hill in deep snow. Local rescuers set out in ‘the worst conditions in living memory’. Dr Flora MacDonald was given an MBE, there were three BEMs awarded and various other commendations for the rescuers. A piece of the Dakota’s cockpit hangs in the Tobermory museum. (A twisted propeller from the plane has now been set up in Glen Forsa as a monument to the tragedy.)




    The bothy book also had many entries complaining about heat. ‘The guide says Mull is one of the wettest of islands. Rubbish!’ I wonder if that writer stayed on the island long enough to realise the guide’s veracity. I can only think most of the visitors came to Mull because the weather was good – at the time. Sadly, most entries also pointed out the brief nature of visits: the minimum required to grab Ben More – minimalist Munro-bagging. There had been couples there the previous two nights. Colin stuffed bags full of soft grass as padding on the bed-shelf.




    When I looked out of the skylight in the morning, it was to discover that the meteorological fire brigade had arrived in the night and dampened down everything. We rose at our usual ‘06.30 up, 07.30 off’ to exit while the rain held off. Only as we were passing southwards under the eastern slopes of Beinn Bheag, Talaidh’s lesser neighbour, did we discover that both sides of Glen Forsa had been fired. Our boots were soon black and messy while the dog’s underparts were many times worse. At one stage he slipped and covered his face in clinging black soot.




    We washed the dog once we ran out of the burnt area and made the campervan we’d left in Glen More just before the rain came on. No matter how many days of good weather you may have on Mull, it is still one of the wettest islands in the west. One day Colin will realise how lucky he was. (He knows. He and his wife now live in Appin, with Mull in their view.)




    A buzzard flew up from a wayside telegraph pole. The island seems to have scores of the birds, and Colin wondered where they had perched before man erected these uprights. We drove up over the Glen More pass through boiling cloud. The rain eased. Then we saw where the early smoke of yesterday had come from. All the eastern flanks of Ben More were black. I groaned. Somewhere up there lay our cache of tents and other odds and ends. As we approached we could see some of the items peering through the black fur of burnt grass. The Ultimate Tramp tent was melted into a lump of green goo and the gas cartridges had no doubt added their contribution to the conflagration but, when ready to weep, under it all, unharmed, I found my cherished old Challis tent. I would have sacrificed a dozen others for it – my friend of the months of the Munros-in-one trip, of part of the Groat’s End Walk, of visits to Atlas and Arctic and to the Nanda Devi Sanctuary!




    I’d been rather wondering why whole hillsides were being burned, a practice I’d not seen elsewhere. Selective burning of heather is common enough but here whole hillsides of grass were ablaze. Moorburn is, shall we say, a hot topic, its value open to question and its practice too often less careful than might be desired. Mull obviously has its own tradition – perhaps a practice unlikely to rage out of control, given the usual weather on the island.




    As we were loading the van the Iona Ferry bus drew up. The driver asked if we had had a good trip. ‘Great, just great,’ we replied. He looked at the wall of rain sweeping up Loch Scridain. ‘You were lucky’. But that new storm was nothing to some I’ve met on Mull. I described my worst night ever in a campervan. Parked on the Ross of Mull, I had to hold my supper pan on the wobbling cooker (gimbals are not part of a camping car’s standard equipment) and I hardly slept as I feared the van was going to be blown over the cliff where I was perched. I was frightened enough to climb out of bed to drive on to find a less exposed spot, one not far from a place called Pottie – which I thought appropriate. If you must have it bad there is a certain satisfaction in having it memorably so.




    But my memories of Mull are many and varied: finding a way on to Erraid island, the sunset bonfire by Loch Scridain at the start of my walk over all the Munros, Glen More echoing to the curdling cries of curlews, the Captain Scott’s anchor dragging in Tobermory Bay in the middle of the night, a ceilidh in the pub at Salen after we’d walked across the island, otter sightings at Dhiseig . . . To me, these are all part of the joys of being in the mountains, or on an island. On Mull you have the best of many worlds – and for this Easter visit, we added on a variant new memory: Mull aflame.




    Across Sutherland and Caithness




    Once we had accepted the conditions of travel, the time and distance involved, we had found in the simplicity of our daily routine a feeling of peace and of well-being such as perhaps no other form of travel can give.




    Eric Shipton: Mountains of Tartary




    OSLR 15, 16, 17




    Kipling’s ‘go fever’ is most readily cured by going and the going is usually most rewarded by longer ventures. One needs time to physically and spiritually tune in again. Treks then fill the blanks most suitably, taking days into weeks and weeks into rewards. One picks up nature’s rhythm again.




    June 22: Suileag; North of Suilven




    Yesterday the radio moaned about Britain’s wettest solstice in a quarter of a century but there was no rain in Sutherland. It had been a rather frantic day: climbing Ben Hope early (before the gale) and laying food caches for the coast-to-coast trek as we zig-zagged up and down endless single track roads (with or without passing places) before ending at Inverkirkaig to meet up for a sociable night with Stan Bradshaw. Stan and I had last been together climbing Toubkal, but here it was Suilven that filled our talk and caught our eyes as we leant on the wind for a pre-nightcap dander out to the point looking over the Minch to the black-browed Hebrides. Summer pipers (nothing ‘common’ about these heralds of the spring) flitted about and buzzed the dog who was much more interested in rabbits than baby birds.




    The gale was still galloping over the bony wilderness this morning and I rather trembled to be setting off to walk across the ‘wildest and best’ of Scotland. Most big winds end in big wets. Beyond Suilven is a country of perpetual savageness – without needing any weather tantrums added. However, I look forward to a journey long enough to reckon in days rather than miles. I parked the car behind the Lochinver police station as arranged, shouldered the pack and we were off. Five minutes later we (dog and I) left map-red road and wended up a gorge, hemmed in by trees and crags, a secret wood which would probably be our last. Trees, if met at all, would be ranked conifers, puddle-footing in the bogs of Sutherland and Caithness out of which rose the astonishing shapes of our northern peaks: Suilven, Canisp, Assynt, Leoid, Hee, Klibreck, the Griams, Morven, ‘lonely, brooding mountains that seemed to be awaiting the resumption of creation’ (Prebble).




    Linking that lot on foot has been a long dream. Now (in 1985) it is happening. As I write in this welcomed bothy I look out at Suilven, most stunning of them all. It suddenly stood before us as we topped a wee pass from the River Inver into this bigger, rougher, brawling world of rock, water and wind. It is an exaggerated hulk of hill – like some bulging bodybuilder – but its flexed biceps leave no doubt as to the punch it could pack. We prefer to look rather than touch today. A gale in the glen will mean a hurricane up there. My last visit outside Suileag found golden light flooding the glen below us, the slope with bobbing scuts of cotton grass and the knolls casting long shadows, the sun spotlighting a dozen deer splashing across the narrows of a lochan. A cuckoo is clocking its monotonous call across the strath while, eastwards, comes the solitary sorrow-chasing-sorrow sound of a curlew calling.




    June 23: Green Garden Country




    There was no harm in dreaming, as long as we won through to Inchnadamph today where the first food cache waited for us. The hardness of a planned journey like this is the necessity for covering the miles rather than climbing any feet upwards. It was not a good night – the first sleeping hard seldom is – but I was up and down like a yo-yo: Storm pounced on a mouse at 4 a.m., my bladder called me out at 5 a.m., the alarm went off at 6 a.m. (I listened to the wind and the rain and snuggled back in the sleeping bag) and at 7 a.m. the water carrier decided to fall over and pour out half a gallon. I got up in self-defence!




    We eventually set off at 9.30 a.m. when the rain had stopped. A good path took us along under the moorland pedestal of Suilven. The peak was hidden in a turmoil of cloud. It would have to wait. Loch na Gainimh was not quite a mile long but the waves were crashing ashore and white horses rode its grey waste. Rocky bumps, scattered lochans – this is wilderness indeed, yet a good made-path allowed us to tramp east at a great rate. A narrow gut of gorge, the Ghlinne Dorcha, the Dark Glen, led through to Lochan Fada, the Fair Loch, and from half way along it we began to contour upwards steadily to gain the lower levels of Canisp which we had felt rather than seen. A cheery waterfall spilling over a crag above a wind-free hollow called for an early lunch brew.




    As soon as we crept up to the lip of the fall we entered a new, wide-horizoned world. Storm was led off by a grouse doing a broken wing act. Several deer tiptoed across the skyline and a fleeting shadow suddenly resolved into a swooping golden eagle – just 100 yards away. When I turned to follow its flight I saw Suilven was jagging out from the clouds. Cameras, quick! By the time we’d wended on through a quartz wilderness onto a ridge, Canisp couldn’t be denied. The rucksack was left and we sped up, pushed by the wind. The final cone never did clear but Suilven was there, grey on greys, shot silver now and then by touches of sun. We were quite sorry to swing round and down the quartz miles to the River Lonan that drains down to Inchnadamph and Loch Assynt. We twice saw cuckoos flying up the glen. They may be coming scarce in the south of England but in the west of Scotland they are plentiful – more cursed than loved.




    Just two days ago I’d left a food dump by the Allt nan Uamh near the Fish Hatchery and while still half-a-mile off I could hear a strident bell ringing from the hatchery. It went on and on: an alarm of some kind shrilling to a Sabbath-silent world. I cursed it for all the nearby wind-free camping places were within sound of it. The din could go on all night! So I had to go upstream and camp in the tight valley – a bit of a wind tunnel. Tins and fresh vegetables ensured a good meal. Later we wandered up to see the resurgence of the river. The natural line is suddenly dry; all the water pours out of the side wall of the glen, very weird, but the whole area is riddled with burns which vanish and appear in peculiar fashion. The 1:50,000 map only hints at some. It is the best of Scotland for the modern caveman. The evening cheered up for the sun went down over Canisp, shining in the tent door and countering the chill wind off the big Assynt hills of tomorrow. When I wrote the first paragraph this morning it was in a spirit of gloom. Now I feel much better. The first ‘empty quarter’ has been passed, even a hill climbed – and the sun shines for the last drink of the night.




    June 24: The Ascent to Assynt




    Today in many ways was the crux of the crossing and having it now behind is both a relief to the soul and a glad resting of the soles. Ben More Assynt, 3274ft/998m, is the highest summit of the crossing and the descent off it led, not to the security of a road but into one of the bleakest of wastelands imaginable. The tent stands 300 metres up on a green shelf of grass by a burn whose waters actually flow to the East coast yet we are closer to the western sea here than we were two nights ago under Suilven, for two big fiords, bridged spectacularly now at Kylesku, cut deep into the grey hills: Loch Glencoul and Loch Glendhu. Everything drains into them, except for this vast hollow, fifteen miles round, which drains south to forgotten Glen Cassley and eventually into the east coast Kyle of Sutherland. I’ve heard this country described as ‘land God forgot to finish’. I’m particularly glad to be over the main drain for a dozen years ago I came off Ben More Assynt in a monsoon deluge that had the rivers rising into dramatic spate. I had to ford the Cassley waist deep – half an hour later it would have been impassable. At one stage I thought that desperate day was going to be repeated.




    The brilliance of sun, and no wind, woke me at 5 a.m. but I snoozed till 6 a.m. and set off at 7 a.m.. What a difference that last hour would have made. Early hours should always be grabbed if not for necessity, then for the ‘fierce joy of living,’ and the balm of coolness and an earlier arrival. And early in the day we see most wildlife. The first hour in the sun was a sweat-bath across heather moors pockmarked with sink-hole craters. I changed into shorts while Storm investigated a badger sett but we eventually hit the river we wanted. It was a good sized burn, but all at once it swung up against a crag and vanished gurgling into the ground. Perhaps it is the one which pops out two miles away to pass last night’s campsite?




    We had a brew at the rucksack and in just the twenty minutes of relaxing the sky changed from ninety per cent blue to one hundred per cent cloudy while a wall of wet was advancing up Loch Assynt. ‘Too bright too soon will rain by noon.’ The rain came as a saturating smir, still without wind, so I just draped my waterproof over my pack. We wended up to the Bealach Breabag, under Conival, one of the finest passes in Scotland, both as a through-route and for its structure and scenery and its flowers: cornel, thrift, mantles, globeflower, roseroot, starry saxifrage, violets, thyme, even daisies and dandelions were about our feet as we edged under cliffs for the mossy gap and the red screes beyond.




    The SE Ridge of Conival sweeps up in craggy steps but I wanted something new so carried on round into Garbh Choire, the rough corrie. A name like that usually means it and here the headwall is a shambles of scree while the scoured bottom just fails to have a glacier-scooped lochan. We sheltered under a boulder for lunch, then zig-zagged up steep grass east of the screes to gain the lofty ridge connecting Conival and its bigger brother Ben More of Assynt. The pair were visited in turn. Without the drag of the rucksack I seemed to float over the mist-slippery quartz. Storm exploded a grenade of ptarmigan chicks.




    We bailed off down the other side of the linking ridge and, coming out of the mist, set one lot of deer after another high-stepping along the slopes. It was three miles down to the river but another was added because of the constant bog and water deviations. There was a ration of ups in the downhill too. A sair pech, and a slaistery dander (Scots vocabulary has words like that for every gloom.) A similar crossing would be easier in winter with everything frozen underfoot. The centre of that vast hollow is covered by two lochs: Gorm Loch More and Fionn Loch Mor. They were neither gorm nor fionn, just liath, and connected by a river a third of a mile long which might or might not be fordable but almost at once I found a spot where it was possible to boulder-hop across. That deserved tea as a relief: sweet, milky Earl Grey.




    The lochs drain down Glen Cassley and, unsurprisingly, this area is noted for having the lowest-selling map of the OS Explorer series (Sheet 440). My Landranger 15 shows a 20 grid-square area of nothing but lochs, lochans, river and bog.




    All the rimming hills were covered in cloud and the drizzle had saturated the grass. We began the long haul up the Fionn Allt towards our escape pass of the morrow and found our secret sward a mile up. I write up my log with a dipper bobbing on the rocks of the burn and I can hear a diver flying overhead. Black moorland fades away into grey mist. The rough ridges of fatigue will ensure sound sleep.




    June 25: By Beinn Leoid and Ben Hee




    A mix of soft moss and grey stone led us up to Beinn Leoid. Inside the wall round the trig point was a flourish of delicate wood sorrel. Outside were whole mats and rugs of thrift, including one white one. As we charged down out of the mist we set some deer scampering. All day, every day, there were deer, too many to record, far too many for the good of the land. We had tea by Loch Dubh after the path contoured down off the pass. Beinn Leoid refused to clear. The hill still would not clear as we traversed along to break over a ridge to pick up a stalkers’ path down to the deep gash of the next motorable glen, the A838. The houses of Kinloch stood solitary with Loch More and Arkle beyond. The tiny, single-tracked road seemed an apology for mechanical intrusion. What a fastness this area must have been in the bad old days, though perhaps then there would be houses and shielings where now I walked in a deserted world.




    A string through Storm’s collar and we ambled up the A838 to Loch Merkland. We have now walked right across and off Sheet 15. Sheet 16 we unearthed from roadside boulders. Mice had been at the cache in just the few days it had been there and a carton of juice had drained away. As it was too early to camp (2 p.m.) I ate a tin of raspberries, a tin of custard and some other weighty goodies before shouldering a heavy pack again. After a couple of miles of road I swung off up an estate track through the Bealach nam Meirleach, The Robbers Pass, and then round the skirts of Ben Hee for an hour to camp at Loch Coire na Saidhe Duib below its NE cliffs. A peat bank acted as a wind break for the loch was lively. Ben Hee is a huge pile of bulging tops. If the weather allows we can sclim it the morn’s morn.




    The wind dropped after supper and now I write with an anti-midge coil on ‘just in case’. Earlier the air sizzled with flights of insects, midge-sized, but harmless. A fish plops in the loch occasionally and the water is edged with spearwort in flower. The view is out to Klibreck and the Griams – three days of walking to the next horizon. Grey and raw as November, the rain only persists now when we are snug in bed. Today really has given a surge eastwards, the jumble of peaks is behind, the more spacious landscape ahead. Apart from a couple of cars passing on the A838 I have not seen anyone since Lochinver. You could not walk four days so alone in many countries. When lecturing about solitary expeditions the most frequent questions I am asked are, ‘Do you not feel lonely?’ and ‘Do you not get bored?’ which, to me, shows what a thrall modern life has become – and how much more so today with so many trapped by their little unreality screens.




    June 26: Ben Hee and Ben Klibreck




    A northern farmer was once asked what the climate was like ‘up there’. The reply was a shake of the head. ‘I don’t know much about climate now but it’s certain we get plenty of weather.’ Today gave a pretty good sample of weather. I doubt if it stayed the same for more than an hour or two at a time.




    The day began sunny and bright so after half a breakfast and the first midge bite we romped off, unladen, for Ben Hee. A path led from the loch’s outflow up to a bold buttress but we cut up its flank under a line of cliffs to have a look at the climbing potential. Ben Hee had twin summits and the lower had to be traversed to reach the higher. The cloud rolled in as we rounded the impressive ridge to the top. It seemed to be a personal spite for I had hardly finished the second half of my breakfast when it cleared again. It was steam-drying rather than turning wet however, and Klibreck churned out cloud like a volcano. A four-mile path along the flank of the ridge, Druim nam Bad, led to the wee road from Altnaharra to Ben Hope. ‘Bad’ was probably the right word; the symbol for bog was spread over fifteen grid squares! Conditions were grilling-hot but windless and grey.




    Ben Hope and Ben Loyal had come into view yesterday afternoon. First one, then the other dominated the view today as we gained miles eastwards. Klibreck is a huge sprawl with a certain abstract symmetry. The four miles of road saw it clearing at last to fill the view ahead. I had hidden a parcel near Altnaharra Hotel so I sat on a knoll to organise again. I posted home a packet of maps, finished films, and a colourful feather I’d found (probably from the breast of a cock pheasant). Adding two days’ food would make my rucksack heavier but I was fitter than at the start. I phoned home to give a progress report – the only one family would receive. I noticed a bit of graffiti on a shed wall: ‘I like it here. Please safe (sic) the endangered species – us.’ Setting off I actually passed someone with a dog. He said, ‘Aye, how goes it?’ and I replied, ‘Fine’. Too hot to chat. It was very hot and we crossed the moors towards the wall of Klibreck in a lather of sweat. Sixty deer were traversing high on the hill.




    Originally I had planned to stay overnight at Altnaharra. As the only ‘place’ of the journey it even had the temptation of a hotel but it was too early in the afternoon so we wended on. When I found we were on the lower slopes of Klibreck, well, we climbed it, because it was there, between us and the east coast, a menace of a Munro, a black cloud-gatherer that might be foul on the morrow. We had the summit clear, just; it clouded over five minutes after we left the top. Today’s weather was in such a hurry it kept tripping over itself.




    I was determined to have a midge-free camp so high on Klibreck seemed a safe place. On the last zig (or zag) of path there was a fortuitous gush of water so I filled my carrier. This yellow object was useful for locating my belongings in the mist, for I’d left my kit over a mile from the top. A wee bump remained before we dropped to the col before The Whip, the last bump of the Klibreck collection. The tent was just up in time. A shower came scudding over from Ben Armine. It soon passed then the wind changed to blow in the tent door. You can’t win! Just have the patience of trees. We are pitched high above Loch Naver and beyond the moors behind it rises the carbuncled mass of Ben Loyal; a view of sweeping grandeur. If my every joint aches it is worth it. In the end the sun put gold leaf on the western horizon, one of those magic ‘blinks’ to end the day.




    June 27: Step We Wetly on We Go




    I was ready for off at 7.30 a.m. when the heavens opened. ‘Soon go off,’ I told the dog and we ‘cooried doon’ awhile. It did not go off for over two hours by which time I felt very cold. I heated some soup and then took down the tent. We groped our way through tearing cloud down hillsides which were exploding rivers out of springs and pools. The option of staying put was not practicable as I was low in fuel for my stove. We came below cloud level and across Loch Choire could see all the burns were white-foaming torrents. This at once revised my plans; no river-crossing would be safe for many hours. Loch Choire exits as the River Mallart and I’d planned to go down its left bank on a path and ford where it turned north to Loch Naver. We would then head east outside a strangle of spruce plantation to the succession of lochs beyond which lay my cache under Ben Griam Mor. As fording was out of the question I just hoped a bridge shown would let us on to the right bank.




    Our feet were saturated by the time we reached the valley. For most of the day the rain was a dreary dribble – enough to keep waterproofs on and so swelter along. The deluge on high had been fun but squelching miles of spongy bog were simply tedious and exhausting. A mere stream flowing in before the forest forced us to backtrack a quarter of a mile before we could leap across. I had a coffee to cheer me up and spiced Moroccan sardines were warming. Saturated ploughed land was as near as I could describe the next mile. It took nearly an hour. Beyond that the same again should have led to a track but on topping a rise it was to see the landscape all under trees. Rude things were said about the Forestry Commission and the Ordnance omission, though hardly the fault of the latter. Strangely, I once had a nightmare bit of navigation searching for a Borders bothy in the dark because the map showed a forest – and there wasn’t one, not then anyway. The only interesting moment was when a strange deer trotted past us. It never saw us and went by in graceful bounds. It was neither red deer nor roe. I hope it originated in the tundra rather than arid regions. Maybe it had webbed feet.




    We sloshed up drains and over the corrugations and were relieved to see the track still existed. A mile on there was a deer fence across the path. No stile. Storm found it an awkward climb. Two miles on and with a car seen on the B871 ahead, I had a look at the map and, horrors, found my compass had gone. I left the rucksack and walked back to the deer fence without finding it. An hour later I was back at the rucksack feeling pretty dank in spirit. No compass might mean no Caithness flourish to end the Sunderland days. I felt tired and bad tempered. We cringed in the lee of a bridge and drank tea till the stove ran out of fuel. Four or five miles of road walking at that stage was cruel. It was like the opening sentence of John Buchan’s first novel: ‘Before me stretched a black heath over which the mist blew in gusts, and through whose midst the road crept like an adder’.




    The weather at last hung itself out to dry. Ben Griam Mor cleared and our food and fuel lay by the roadside below it. Away beyond a fang bit into the grey – mighty Morven. A biscuit tin of perishables and a carrier bag of tinned food had been hidden in roadside rubble (Altnaharra’s had been in a nettle patch!) and just two hundred yards away was some close-cropped heath on an alluvial bank: the perfect nook for a safe, dry pitch, in such a world of wet and wilderness quite enough to revive the spirits.




    The view back over loch after loch to the black cloud-draped Klibreck group was like something from the Arctic. The weather felt that way too: a cold drizzle and a chill wind. The sleeping bag was relished. Supper in bed. You don’t have that sort of service in a hotel. Today we walked off Sheet 16. Sheet 17, from the cache, is the last. The evening went in studying it. Just how would we tackle Morven without a compass? Tomorrow will tell. This is proving as tough a crossing as I expected. It surprises people when I tell them this sort of thing is much harder than trekking in Atlas or Andes or Himalayas – and is as rewarding for that very reason. When conditions deign to smile, when feet are dry and belly full, why, it is the best there is.




    28 June: Morven Ahoy!




    ‘Slow and easy goes far in a day,’ Moleskin Joe says in Children of the Dead End and I applied this quite consciously today. It works! Mind you the weather helped: our first reasonable day. What a delight to dry everything before setting off. A gentle mile saw us up to a wide col under Ben Griam Mor and away over a roll of hills a real peaky peak jabbed into the sky. It could only be Morven but it looked so far away – fourteen miles as the fly crows. Would we ever climb it? Rather than mash my feet on the B871 down to the Kildonan road, dog and I headed east over the moors. The Eileag Burn had grassy verges in a sea of brown bog, the natural, easy route to follow despite many books saying we must never follow streams. Where the burn became broad and deep before golden-edged Loch Arichline Storm had an escapade. A duck went scooting off along the water followed by eight or so young ones. The dog thought this most interesting and scampered along the vertical bank watching the birds rather than where he was going. There was a bite out of the bank and Storm, not seeing the drop, in best Disney style, shot off the edge. He came up spluttering and indignant.




    There was still enough water running off the hills to follow down and cross a high pedestrian suspension bridge outside Kinbrace. Between it and the road I managed to go over the top of both boots. Storm’s turn to laugh. The cache nearby was rather a big one but we left a biscuit tin of goodies by the road (in a passing place) in hope that someone would find the offering. As we were about to tuck in to lunch a figure wended off the moor. He turned out to be a Halifax lad, the first person I actually chatted to properly since the Bradshaws at the start.




    There was only the one range of hills between us and the sea but their initial slopes held a weird splatting of a hundred lochans and a hundred symbols for bog. No planning authority would have allowed such a disorderly landscape. We made a gentle route up to skirt them all and when Morven suddenly appeared again it was near and big: a great matronly boob shape (the Pap of Glencoe is nubile in comparison) which dominated everything around. We could see back as far as Klibreck and Ben Loyal and here and there sweeps of rain hazed the clarity of a day of towering cumulus and a ration of blue. At one stage I turned a step into a frantic leap (quite an effort with a hefty pack) otherwise I would have stood on an adder. All across I’ve been a bit worried about them for Storm’s sake. He spends most of his time chuntering along with nose to ground and could so easily run into one. It was a testimony to a better day that this handsome sluggard was out. He made no threat when I waved and when I stamped he simply tried to curl up into a bowline. Nobody has been able to explain why some areas have adders and others don’t. There is no obvious common denominator for their presence.




    At the end of the great upland morass a green burn channel gave a camp site on the 350m contour, and neatly framed Morven behind Small Mount, a barren swelling in the ridge. We are as close as that, and the tent is pitched a couple of hundred yards into Caithness. Two deer came up the burn and were greatly puzzled by the tent. My supper was a mix of tinned mince, carrots and green peas (emptied into a poly bag at the cache) to which I added some spices and some couscous; it was haute cuisine one might claim.




    29 June: Morven the Mighty




    Morven the Magnificent. That sounds like a title to some awful Hollywood movie. The peak, however, deserves the title: it is an extraordinary place. Two or three miles of skirting along the intermediary bumps brought us to the col below the peak. I had some coffee and tried not to look at the peak but Morven stayed fiercely steep: a conical pile of conglomerate sandstone which gave a shock to the acid sterility of the normal vegetation. Cloudberry, alpine ladies mantle, blaeberry, azalea, fir club moss, St John’s wort, even rowans were growing on a feet-deep pile of moss and heather.




    Few summits make one feel so airborne, or spread the world so like a map below. I could, one way, see the Cairngorms, in the opposite, Dunnet Head and Orkney but, better yet, west, beyond Klibreck and Hee, beyond Assynt, there were the paps of Suilven. ‘My beginning was in my end,’ to misquote. It was cold enough to bone a skeleton with sweeping showers veiling half a dozen areas at once. We left when I could no longer stand the chill. Deer tracks skirted the huge cone of hill and then a peat-held stream took us to an estate road at a place called Wag which then ran down the Langwell Valley in easy fashion. I found several pipit nests and a baby snipe which Storm nuzzled in curiosity. Many young, grouse for instance, have no scent as a survival aid.




    The sky grew black and I turned off up a stream just in time to raise the tent before the rain exploded on us. It gave a burst at full blast for half an hour and saw the day away in dreich rawness. Scaraben is my view through the rain and for once we lie on ordinary grass. A wren reels outside the tent – such quantity of sound from so small a mite. Rain brought out a platoon of big black slugs which I had to keep ejecting from trying to enter the tent. I didn’t fancy one of those in my sleeping bag. The rain hardly stopped all night, whiles pianissimo, whiles fortissimo.




    30 June: Berriedale the Bountiful




    Today was a brief coda, filling the walk across Northern Scotland into a full, very satisfying, symphony. The third sheet of map has nearly been crossed. There was no hurry to rise after a night of wet and cold but at seven the sun shone hotly into our calm nook of hills. The wren still sang. The burn was high and inky dark. There was a blue sky patched with a braid of clouds.




    The Langwell Valley grew richer with every step, the banks with old alders and the flanks bright with birch woods. I was wondering about the site of a ruined broch only to discover I was standing on top of it. We crossed one of the many footbridges, with deer grazing on both banks, and crossed back at a simple but graceful 1866 cast iron bridge, which I hope will long be treated as the treasure it is. The whole glen had been unusually tidy and, entering the real policies of the estate, it became apparent that a great deal of attention had been given to both landscape and buildings. It was particularly heartening to see a large area of newly planted oaks while the drive down to the A9 (next day) was a delight of many species – and many planted in the last forty years. The first thing I came on was a big walled garden and as it was all labelled, presumably open to the public. The door was not locked so I went in and wandered round while Storm sat by the rucksack. It was formally divided up by tall hedges but each section was different. There were even practical things like cabbages being grown! A new heath and alpine area was my favourite. A garden was a strong contrast after such barren days of walking. I was about to shoulder my rucksack when someone appeared – and we greeted each other warmly for Francis had been one of a party of us who had once wandered through Skye and the Outer Isles one autumn. He then lived in Leeds but had been delighted to move to Langwell as head gardener. I was about to knock on a door to check if he was still there. (He became a regular on our Atlas Mountains flower-hunting trips and, retired, created his own Berriedale garden, and regularly wins prizes at Scottish Rock Garden Club shows.)




    That really ended the crossing, with a bit of a bang, for I was suddenly being fed and spoilt, would sleep in a bed and on the morrow was borne off to Lochinver by Francis to retrieve my car. However, before anything else, I insisted Storm and I walked down to the sea at Berriedale. The crossing of the A9 at the foot of those thundering braes was the most dangerous moment of the entire route! An old castle perched on a cliff noisy with kittiwakes and the sea sparkled cheerily. A last cuckoo was heard. I took a piece of beach sandstone as a souvenir; it was marked with the fossil ripple marks of some other, multi-millennia-ago, seashore. A sentence from Edward Whymper can sum up the hike: ‘Toil he must who goes mountaineering; but out of toil comes strength (not merely muscular energy, more than that), an awakening of all the facilities; and from the strength comes pleasure’ – or as the Good Book says, ‘... tribulation worketh patience, and patience, experience, and experience, hope’.




    With Boots to The Maiden




    Mountains . . . an escape from an existence that is useful but purposeless to one that is useless but purposeful.




    Simon Thompson: Unjustifiable Risk




    OSLR 19




    For those aiming to climb all the Munros there is a truism that, once over the two hundred mark, those left to ‘bag’ are generally in awkward places, usually somewhere beyond the Great Glen. A local friend in Fife was in that situation, so when the Boots event for Midsummer Day 1992 was planned, she immediately put in in her bid for A’Mhaighdean (pron Ah-vyé-jèn), one of the triumvirate of ‘remotest Munros’ (along with Lurg Mhor and Seana Bhraigh). The SMC Munros Bible uses terms like ‘one of the most spectacular viewpoints in Britain ... among the most highly prized Munros . . . worth saving for a fine day’. The last of course becomes a gamble when any event is pinned down to a particular day. We were duly allocated A’Mhaighdean.
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