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Hell of a Journey




It was no summer Progresse. A cold coming they had of it, at this time of the yeare; just the worst time of the yeare to take a journey, and specially a long journey.


Lancelot Andrews, 1622


Here is the start and here the end


Of many a mountain day,


And what do we buy that we should spend


Our time this tinker way.


We buy what never the fool shall please


Nor over the knave have power,


The things that are one with the wind and the trees


And a fire at Altanour.


Sydney Scroggie
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Prologue


ANYONE TOILING up the Ben Nevis tourist path that day might have seen them. A man and two young boys, brothers. They were an odd sight. The man carried a stick and wore a tweed jacket, patched at the elbows. One of the boys dragged his feet and shivered involuntarily. But the eye would likely be drawn to the younger, for he was draped in a jersey many sizes too big. The hem hung loosely about his legs, the sleeves sagging so low they almost brushed the scree.


Presently they entered a strange world of mist, chill winds and falling snow. Snow in August! The mind of the boy in the jersey was on fire. Had they not just come from a green sunlit valley, through leafy woodland and bracken? And now this, a desert of grey rock, a moonscape, so alien he could not comprehend it. Then, nearing the old summit observatory, he saw something even more incredible. The ground simply vanished. Curiosity drew him towards the edge, close as he dared, and, transfixed, he peered into a snow-covered gully. It dropped straight into the bowels of the earth, without end. Something must have been stirring in his childish imagination, because, appalled and fearful though he was at the sight, he knew that life could never be the same again.




Introduction


EVERY LONG journey has a history and inspiration behind it. The trek I began in November 1997 evolved from the memory of another which I had undertaken more than a decade before. On a whim in May 1986, with a friend, Dave Hughes, I set out to climb Scotland’s Munros—284 mountains above 3,000 feet—in a single sweep. With no support or planning, or even adequate equipment, we should have failed, but somehow by the end had covered 1,800 miles on foot and ascended nearly half a million feet. Perhaps naivety banished our worries. Clad only in jeans, jumpers and fishermen’s jackets, we may have appeared like roaming vagabonds, but, unburdened by worldly cares, we lived as lords. A nostalgic turn of mind must later have embellished those weeks and months in the hills because, despite the sheer physical struggle and the war we waged against weather and midges, in hindsight it seemed like one continuum of magic.


During subsequent years I went overseas to the Greater Ranges, first to the Alps and North America, then onto equatorial ice in Africa, and through the desert mountains of Northern Pakistan. I continued to explore the Scottish Highlands intimately, finding delight in the discovery of lower peaks and glens, reclimbing my favourite hills, visiting at all seasons and in all weathers. But enjoyable as these experiences were, few of them quite matched the joy that had unfolded day by day and came back over the years from that long walk over the Munros. There was something inevitable about what followed.


Without travelling overseas what, I wondered, amounted to the wildest and toughest journey one could undertake, something new and untried? I defined my own criteria: it had to be mountainous, alone, entirely on foot, and unsupported. And for sheer severity it would be undertaken through an entire winter. The Munros were considered, but quickly dismissed; 284 winter mountains on foot and with no back-up seemed a madman’s charter, only a fool would attempt it. Nor did I have any wish to recycle what for me had been a unique experience. I needed a different route and a fresh idea.


In these days of metrication, the 1,000-metre peaks presented a more appropriate challenge. There were few enough to make it a possibility, but plenty for it to be worthwhile. A detailed look at the map was a revelation: 135 peaks that stretched in an unbroken chain through the heart of the Scottish Highlands, from Sutherland to the Eastern Cairngorms, down to Loch Lomond, west to Glencoe. Every mountain range would be included, every significant peak would have to be climbed. My route wove together the finest of Scottish scenery, linking every portion of wilderness, and unifying it all at the wildest time of year.


For a long while the idea slumbered, put into hibernation by a new career and a need to be financially secure. Then one Easter I returned to work after a week in the Highlands and handed in my notice.


In 1986 the preparation was easy—we didn’t do any. A winter journey would be entirely different. More clothes were required, layers of thermals, a wind-proof fleece, and, for the extremities, thick, heat-retaining garments. I would have to lug around an iceaxe, crampons, have a good bivvy bag for likely benightments, carry extra food for emergencies. Boots would have to be heavier and more rigid for warmth and support. Crucially, my tent would need to withstand a storm-force wind, and my sleeping bag keep me comfortable at –15°C. I already had good gear but saved valuable grams by replacing much of it with lighter items. Unfortunately there was no time to test this new equipment properly, and it was not without some misgivings that I crammed it all into my rucksack.


Then there was the question of food, or, more to the point, how to carry it. The required daily consumption of 4,000 calories roughly equates to a kilogram of food, plus fuel. As my route led me away from village shops and hotels for up to a fortnight at a time, there could be no question of hauling on my back ten or more kilos of grub, perhaps through deep snow or in the dark of a winter night. The early Antarctic explorers had the answer: food caches. And so, three weeks prior to starting, I set about the bizarre task of burying four months’ supplies at strategic points along the route. Besides food, I buried fuel, candles, batteries, maps, first aid, reading material; in fact any item that might help make surviving a Scottish winter a little less than the dreadful experience it threatened to be


I harboured no illusions about winter. At various times I have been stranded by snowstorms that raged for days, have been forced to bivvy or burrow for survival into snowdrifts. Once, for three days, torrents of snow-melt trapped me the wrong side of a river in the Skye Cuillin. The meterological data speaks for itself. Storms are common. In a normal winter season above the thousand-metre level, winds of gale force could be expected every second day, precipitation is markedly higher, daytime temperatures considerably lower. The resulting wind chill can be as low as –30°C. Given ‘average’ conditions my plans were, at best, provisional. A severe, stormy winter would have them in shreds.


Blizzards are the most lethal weapon of a Scottish winter and can provoke an almost pathological fear in hill-walkers. Most years there are tragedies. In a vicious cocktail of falling snow and spindrift it is easy to stagger over a cliff-edge, drop through a cornice, or trigger an avalanche; easy to lose vital body heat and succumb to a creeping hypothermia. Cairngorm blizzards in particular have shocked many with their Arctic severity. The polar explorer Apsley Cherry-Garrard knew all about this menace: ‘Fight your way a few steps from your tent and it will be gone. Lose your sense of direction and there is nothing to guide you back. Expose your hands and face to the wind, and they will soon be frostbitten.’


Reliable equipment, adequate food, careful route-planning, a good level of fitness, these can all be prepared for. But what of the psychological terrors of winter, the long nights, sixteen or seventeen hours of darkness? There would be stress from poor weather, and a perceived danger, either real or imagined, that could paralyse you with worry. And there would be loneliness. How does one prepare for these?


Winter for me was largely uncharted territory, my previous experiences of it patchy. I had climbed barely a hundred mountains in full winter conditions, had rarely gone alone, and never for more than a week. To consider rationally the consequences of an injury or serious error of judgement when days from anywhere was sobering. But at another level this uncertainty was a prime motivation for going. By confronting my own fears, and perhaps by overcoming them, could I then hope to discover something new and fresh about life? The journey would supply an entire range of anxieties, and there could be no better testing ground than the great colosseum of the mountains.


There was something else. In a technological age of great material comfort, we are still, incredibly, plagued by unease, a sense of disenchantment at the heart of things, however we define it. We bolt our doors, ignore the stranger, swallow our pills. And, paradoxically, the greater our comfort the more profound our disquiet, or boredom. The French poet Baudelaire called it the ‘horror of home’. Travel is one means of escape.


Above all there is that ultimate lure, the dream of winter: to tread a narrow, corniced crest on a day of blue shadows and low sun; to witness a full moon rise from a summit ridge; to see a hundred peaks on days of utter clarity when they appear as frozen waves, and night skies so brilliant with stars they seem smudged. There is a curfew of silence save for the muffled squeak of your boots through deep powder, then later you marvel at the aurora, great searching beams of green, blue and orange above the snowy Cairngorms. Days of perfection which defy analysis, irreducible, appearing almost as visions, yet we know them and will go to great lengths to have them again.
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EVEN FOR reluctant urban dwellers the Ordnance Survey Cape Wrath map is shocking in its sparseness. Brutal Clearances and harsh economic realities have emptied this beautiful land of all but a few tenacious communities, and it is a lonelier place now than at any time since prehistory. A few single-track roads link a handful of tiny settlements: Durness, Scourie, Kinlochbervie, some isolated crofts, the odd hotel. Much of this vast acreage is under water: either bog, or the thousands of lochans that lie scattered like blue confetti. But a primeval atmosphere is created by bold mountains of quartz and gneiss, climbing 900 metres or more straight from sea level, remnants of a geological past too remote even for the imagination to grasp.


‘Camping! At this time of the year!’


The post-bus driver spat the words out. Grimacing, he dumped my large rucksack onto the gravel verge, then watched as I struggled to haul it onto my shoulders. He looked at me gravely.


‘Out for long?’


‘About a week,’ I said, trying to appear casual.


It was not an idle question, but to say ‘five months’ or ‘all winter’ would have been absurd. After all, there was no guarantee I would last a fortnight, let alone till March the following year. I was the only passenger, but we had said nothing to each other during the three-hour ride from Lairg. Perhaps circumstances had excavated a trench of difference between us, separating our immediate reference points. Like millions of people at that moment he was merely doing an honest day’s work. In the coming months, while he plied these lonely roads delivering and collecting mail, transporting the carless and elderly, I would be locked into a fantasy of adventure, of benefit to no one, and causing concern in many.
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 A few months ago I had taught my last lesson to a lively group of second-year pupils at an inner-city school in Birmingham. ‘Why are you leaving?’ they wanted to know.


Why was I leaving? What motivates someone to resign from a secure workaday routine, to leave behind family, friends and colleagues, forego the pubs and parties, to exchange a comfortable salaried existence for the loneliness and dark of a Scottish winter? It was a good question. A week ago I had all the answers, but now on the remote north-west tip of Britain and quite alone, I was not so sure.


The post-bus left in a cloud of diesel fumes.


Though barely midday, being November it would be completely dark in about four hours. I set a brisk pace. The day was sunless and mild, and a salty breeze was coming off the Atlantic, breaking the surface of a grey lochan into a mass of ripples. Oldshoremore, a tiny collection of whitewashed crofts, was deserted. A frenzy of barks shattered the quiet, a wolfish looking dog raced towards me, then sprang back, nearly strangling itself on its tether. I passed through a gate with the sign ‘Sandwood Bay 4½ miles’.


The track degenerated to a boggy, heavily eroded path; gaiters became necessary. I walked into the gloom of late afternoon. Another mile, and the faintest of twilight helped me up to a small col, from where I saw a sudden gleam in the distance: a line of white breakers, a broad expanse of sand bounded by a dark headland. In half an hour I was fumbling about in torchlight seeking a smooth pitch for my tiny shelter. Tomorrow I could begin.


Sandwood Bay is justly popular, a band of gold sandwiched between endless miles of impenetrable coastline. The bay is owned and managed by the John Muir Trust, a conservation body established in 1983 whose main aim is to ‘acquire and manage key wild areas’. Undoubtedly they are one of the more enlightened movements in Scottish conservation, for, whilst seeking to protect and repair damaged environments, the JMT are sensitive to the needs of local communities. Their low-key approach to management is congruent with the ideas and aspirations of many who love wild places. They do not promote their properties—no car parks, visitor centres, or way-marked paths— they do not even publicise their ownership. My route would take me through a number of JMT properties during the course of the winter.


 It may appear illogical to begin a journey on the north-west coast when your first mountain, Beinn Dearg, lies six days’ walk to the south. But an irrational journey demands perhaps a symbolic beginning, and for a whole catalogue of reasons Sandwood Bay was packed with symbolism. This was the final destination during many family holidays to Scotland, and the vivid recollections of childish adventures among the dunes and rock pools form some of my earliest memories. Time had not lessened its magic.
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A balmy, onshore breeze and overcast skies greeted me on my first morning. As I dismantled camp the air filled with moisture, the mist fell, a drizzle started. I went down to the beach. Revisiting landscapes of your childhood can be a melancholy experience, but my mind could dwell only on the unknown future, the weeks and months that stretched out in front of me. Probably my expression registered an intensity quite out of keeping with this morning of gentle mists and unseasonable mildness. I stood in the foam for a moment, then turned, faced south, and climbed back up the sand dunes. Adjusting a strap I heard voices and turned to see a couple running towards the bay. The young woman looked over and waved. These were the last humans I was to see for nine days.


My mind still jangling with all manner of thoughts, I pushed inland heading south-easterly up Glen Shinary, leaving behind in minutes the rumble of breakers and the salty air. Over 20 kilos was resting on my back, all my winter equipment and as much food as I could carry. There would be my food caches, of course, but I would not pass a shop for a fortnight. Ahead lay some of the loneliest country in Britain.


Glen Shinary ended in a quagmire of a watershed, the negotiation of which added an extra hour’s effort to the day. Crossing the deserted Durness–Ullapool road I discovered that the path up Strath Dionard was now a freshly-laid Land Rover track. While I protested at yet another intrusion into the wild it did ease me along, the rain and drizzle becoming less wearisome. Mist hung in layers along the ice-polished flanks of Cranstackie, and ahead the clouds formed innumerable bands of soggy grey. The sunless afternoon now grew suddenly dim, allowing me only a few minutes to pitch my tent before an advancing autumnal night thrust me into complete darkness.


Always after arriving at a location in the dark you awake to a fresh landscape, and the first gaze from the vestibule was a revelation. I was situated in a deep, glacial trough. To my right the eastern flanks of a great mountain—Foinaven—were sheets of grey, twisted rock, quite forbidding in the gloomy dawn. Above, the sky was a ruffled blanket but with emerging smudges of blue. There was no breath of wind and no sound. Not being one for pre-dawn starts, I lingered over breakfast and was away as the first rays filtered in from the east.


A walk along the west side of Loch Dionard was a joy. Absolute stillness reigned, the surface of the loch like plate glass. A rowan tried to rid itself of clinging russet; the rocks and erratics strewn about the grass were so pale they resembled the ribs of dead animals. The grass was a hundred shades of gold, the mosses so many shades of green.


Oddly, the map has no mention of the stalkers’ path that helped me to a corrie lake, and thence over a spectacular pass at the southern perimeter of Foinaven. The heavy pack pulled at my shoulders, but the weeks of hard training had given me reserves of stamina, and these would only improve as the walk progressed. The grey-blue ramparts of Arkle came suddenly into view, sunlit and spectacular in dimension. There is an impressive scale to things here, the mountains climbing from near sea level to 800 or 900 metres, their summit ridges often protected by weeping crags and vaults of scree. It is a wild and unfrequented country. Winter was far from my mind that gloriously sunny afternoon, warm enough for a shirt only. I indulged in a short tea stop by Loch Stack, having sailed down from the heights with the spring and bounce of someone fast-tuning to his environment.


My route took me past the deserted hamlet of Achfary, up very steep ground, onto a featureless and nameless plateau before dropping equally steeply to wetland and more trackless country. At the mouth of an anonymous loch I sank to my knees in peat bog in the maze of ditches. The effort and lack of any rhythm was consuming precious daylight hours and, like yesterday, the day degenerated into a race against the clock. I have an almost irrational fear of being caught out in the dark, especially alone and in unfamiliar terrain. Rounding a shoulder, I jogged down on tired legs to Loch Glendhu and the sea. I camped among piles of smelly weed, then later, much later, was lulled to sleep by the lapping of wavelets along the shore.


It is strange to wake to nobody but yourself, to see no other human when you unzip the vestibule for the first time and cast about, no other tent, no boat in the bay, no one to talk to. Just another overcast day, a light, muggy breeze from the sea, a few squabbling gulls.


Mornings have always meant people: people hogging the bathroom, crowding the kitchen, making small talk with mouths full of burnt toast and cereal. And then through city traffic to school, probably the most sociable and populated of all places, where conversing and interacting are second only to breathing. After years which have been so crowded with people, how would I cope for any length of time being completely alone? I would meet people for sure, but strangers, and most encounters would be brief: ‘Come far?’, ‘Been out long?’, ‘Got far to go?’ Idle talk. And there would be whole days, like yesterday, when I spoke to no one at all.


Perhaps of all the days this winter, today would hold the least chance of a human encounter. Otherwise my route had everything: remote, rocky inlets, wild mountain scenery, then a compass bearing across one of the last great wildernesses. Much of the route was trackless, all of it new.


Fanned by moist, warm air from the Atlantic, the birchwoods straggling the southern shores of the loch were an ecologist’s paradise: an exotic collection of ferns, dwarf shrubs, moss, frills of fungi, large boulders painted in all manner of lichen. Picking a line through this jungle was a nightmare. I rounded the peninsula and clambered to a high point. A few brief minutes of milky sunshine, then cloud like a grey sheet was slowly drawn up from the south, veiling the sun and bringing spots of drizzle. The atmosphere darkened noticeably. Below, Loch Glencoul, with its high, vertiginous sides and overshadowed by brooding mountains, resembled more a Norwegian fjord than a Scottish sea-loch.


I dropped to the water’s edge and approached a derelict-looking house. The old place had not seen a caring hand for many years. Inside, floorboards and plaster were missing from a warren of groundfloor rooms. Broken glass had been piled casually in corners, and I saw my reflection in a mirror through a film of soot. Once doubtless a grand lodge, lavishly furnished, where great fires raged all day to keep out the damp, now it was being consumed by the wilderness which pressed in on all sides. It emitted a heavy, oppressive air and propelled me on my way, up a fine path and into a thickening drizzle.


The path which had begun nowhere ended nowhere, tipping me into the middle of a quaking bogland. Ahead was an unnamed wilderness, a huge collecting basin for hundreds of square miles of rainfall. It is both a fortress and a trap. Defended on three sides by broken quartzite mountains and ribbon lakes, swollen rivers quickly cut off its southern exit. There is not the faintest echo of the outside world, and one’s natural inclination is to hurry across the trackless miles to seek the line of a stalkers’ path, not because it would ease movement, but because it is something human to grasp on to.


The mist now clung around me like a white shroud, compelling me to trust my compass implicitly. But it was simply not possible to adhere to any bearing and walk in anything like a straight line. Countless deep troughs of oozing peat, some with precipitous sides, threw me off on weary detours. Others lured me into their muddy depths where I sank to my knees, staggering and gasping up the far side. Many times I was back in the misty bogs of the High Rwenzori in Central Africa, where six miles a day is considered good progress, and I half expected the ice bowl of Mount Stanley or Speke to emerge through a cloud window. There was a scarcity of solid earth and no landmarks until I stumbled upon the black waters of Crom Loch Mòr, though occasionally a fleeting glimpse revealed a wider landscape, a weeping cliff or a vein of shiny quartz. Reaching the path which I knew to straddle the lower slopes of Ben More became the day’s sole objective.


I found the path almost exactly where I had crossed it fifteen years ago. Barely out of school I had set off with a classmate on a five-week walking adventure, a journey I had been planning since the age of eight. At the end of a long day, so hot the tarmac on the road by Loch Shin was melting, we found ourselves in a nightmare of ditches and bog. Desperately tired and sunburnt we sought a place to camp, but vicious midges urged our exhausted limbs on and up to a giddy pitch high on Ben More Assynt. Here there was a cool breeze for scorched faces, icy spring-water for parched throats, and an unbelievable view across a mountain landscape lit up by the fire of sunset.


A protracted stop for a hot drink was a mistake, for, despite the subsequent miles of rough going, I never really managed to warm up properly again. Cold rain now came down heavily and I was dripping and very tired by the time darkness fell. Pitching even a simple tent always seems to take longer in the rain, and my damp clothes quickly became cold while I fumbled with knotted guy lines and dithered to place pegs. Inside, and now shivering quite uncontrollably, I stripped to pull on dry thermals, dived into my sleeping bag, all the while eating peanuts and chocolate. In thirty minutes I was overheating, but I knew all about hypothermia, how quickly it can strike, how innocent its early stages are. Today served up a timely warning.


It had stopped raining by morning. Everything dripped with condensation. I was perched on a tiny knoll in a sea of heather, the heather itself in a larger sea of mist which gathered itself into layers. Nothing broke the silence. I even packed quietly. The path led past ranks of conifers and became a track. Ahead were the buildings of Benmore Lodge, but there was no human shadow or barking dog. Just blue smoke pluming from a chimney.


Continuing south the track ended abruptly among thick forestry. While the map indicated a path 400 metres due south, which would take me down to Glen Oykel, there was the small matter of dense ranks of Sitka Spruce to contend with. After a couple of false openings I wove through a hopeful gap, but this grew narrower and tighter, forcing me to lurch lower and lower until I was practically crawling, being raked all the while by wet branches. And this was how I emerged finally into daylight, a sodden thing covered in needles, crawling and cursing, stumbling towards the river to douse my head, yelling invective.


A midday sun burned through the mist painting Strath Oykel an emerald green, the river meandering across its flood-plain a crane-neck of silver. My haste was prompted by my appetite. With the promise of my first food cache at Oykel Bridge, I found myself salivating at the thought of the rather ordinary tins of fruit I knew to be stashed there. Just beyond the Ullapool–Bonar Bridge road I scaled a high forestry fence, rummaged among some small boulders and unearthed a white polythene sack. I delved into the contents like a child on his birthday, and ate till bursting. I moved on for Glen Einig. A fine clear afternoon had developed, the Ben More Assynt range diminishing behind me, now sunlit and shrugging off a beret of cloud. To the east a mist bank was edged in sunset pink, while straight ahead were acres of swelling moorland and the promise of high mountains beyond.


A clear night had allowed the temperature to plummet, and an early glance outside revealed the moorland dusted with frost. From my camp on a grassy shoulder overlooking Strath Mulzie, I could see blue, snowless mountains, in particular the far-flung Munro of Seana Bhraigh and her pointed neighbour Creag an Duine. This morning I felt slightly troubled. After four days of hard going my right knee—my bad knee—now complained with a dull ache. For years I had lived with a knee which swelled painfully after a game of football but nevertheless had always seemed to manage a week’s trekking. Whether it would cope with four or five months of punishment I could not tell—it had never been tested—but I reckoned the next few days would be crucial. Martin Moran’s first attempt at the winter Munros was curtailed due to a damaged knee. During our Munro walk in 1986 we overcame many minor injuries: bruised muscles and tendons, overworked knees, strains, even a chipped bone in the ankle. For this journey, and accepting conventional wisdom, I armed myself with a single ski pole, and today limited my ambitions to six trackless miles, aiming for a lonely loch in the shadow of Seana Bhraigh.


On the footbridge over the River Einig I idled a few minutes, marvelling at some migrating salmon thrashing a tortuous path up-river. My day also, though short, was wearisome. Bored with private roads, I went crosscountry. I passed the ruin of Upper Letters, contoured a small hill, then struggled over a boggy watershed before dropping to land gently by Loch a’ Choire Mhoir. A similar location in an English National Park would attract thousands. Moorlands and mountains meet emphatically, the soft, heather-clad hills giving way abruptly to scree slopes, which climb to corries and green cliffs. The twin summits of Seana Bhraigh and Creag an Duine have a grandeur one normally only sees in the Greater Ranges.


Rising only 927 metres, Seana Bhraigh was not on my list of peaks to climb, yet that seemed a poor excuse to bypass one of my favourite hills. Seana Bhraigh has a paradoxical quality. Approach from the south and she appears as an insignificant blip at the edge of a high plateau. But today, coming from the north, I climbed a real mountain, pulling up a ridge for 600 metres which ringed a fine corrie. Northwest was a heart-rending vista, a landscape from the imagination: the Coigach Hills, Stac Polly, Suilven and Canisp all seemingly strung in a row, floating on a sea of moorland like a line of tall ships.


The view shrank towards a misty summit where there had been a light dusting of snow. I moved swiftly, for the wind strengthened as it swung round to the west and now harried me the miles down to Gleann Beag. The bothy was a fine refuge. There was just time to search for wood among nearby peat hags, and I hauled back a pile of soaking roots so wet I could not imagine they would ever ignite and glow with a rekindling heat. But they did.


Six days out and my brain was still coming to terms with the scarcity of light. For much of the time it was like living in a dimly-lit cave. Days were noticeably growing shorter, some days seemed barely to get light at all, as if under the influence of a strange lunar shadow. Mornings struggled to brighten, and cloud cover meant twilight began soon after 2 p.m., any brightness then seeping from the afternoon like a door slowly being shut. It was completely dark by five, and from that time until past eight the following morning I lived by torch or candlelight in a flickering world of eerie shadows. And outside, during those early moonless nights, it was so dark I could not register even a hand in front of my face.


That night I was woken more than once by the rush of wind over the roof and the ceaseless drumming of rain. In the grey light of dawn I counted six new waterfalls on the crags opposite, tassels of white emerging from the thick cloud base. I could happily face the wetness, but when I was out collecting water and a gust nearly toppled me, I decided that Beinn Dearg, my first 1,000-metre peak, could wait.


The day was far from sedentary. Wet hours were spent foraging for wood which was then chopped and stacked. Every haul was rewarded with a scalding mug of tea which I drank dripping, face flushed, condensation steaming the window. And when I grew tired of wood-gathering I wandered up the valley for a mile or so, where every burn was muddy and angry, the River Beag transformed from the gentle flow I had splashed across yesterday to a wild and rabid thing.


The ever-shortening days posed the obvious problem of how to pass the long dark evenings. A spell of inactivity quickly fills the mind with all manner of anxieties: about the poor weather, a failing schedule, dwindling supplies. Paddy Buckley, writing in the Scottish Mountaineering Club Journal, vividly describes how on a twelve-day trek he went from bothy to bothy but encountered no one. To combat the deepening solitude he would whistle grand classical concertos, or sing and dance his way through a hundred English Morris tunes. 


Of course in a bothy the problem is halved. I would invest much time in the delicate art of nurturing and feeding a good fire, an activity which was fast becoming an all-consuming obsession. While by day the bothy interior appeared grubby and drab, at night it was magically transformed by a fire and candlelight into a medieval palace, the flames throwing a warm glow onto the panelled walls, occasionally blazing up like a flare to illuminate the whole room. And I would gaze at it transfixed, as Silas Marner would at his gold. That night, despite not climbing any mountains nor seeing another soul, it was a well-fed and contented gangrel that blew out the candles and was put to sleep by the arpeggio of rain across the roof.


My tiny altimeter showed a rise in pressure, which explained the general absence of noise: the rain no longer clattering, the wind having moderated, and the elements mostly quieter. After breakfasting by candlelight, I meticulously packed a day sack: spare thermals, fleece, bivvy bag, a day’s food plus emergency supplies, camera, knife, map, compass, altimeter, headtorch, ice axe; enough to survive the cruellest night. It weighed about eight kilos.


Approaching from the east there is no recognised route up Beinn Dearg, certainly no path. It is a stiff pull to a gently sloping watershed pitted with ditches, a tricky contour past two lochans, then a steep climb into the clouds. After the floods of yesterday there were fleeting patches of blue sky, and, for a few precious moments, a spray of sunshine on waves of empty moorland, wine-red to myriad shades of brown. Grey outcrops above glistened with green slime and run-off; and there was a hint of overnight snow on the tops. A herd of red deer watched my movements then danced away across sunlit puddles. I nearly trod on a mountain hare high on Dearg’s northerly slopes, its white coat flashing between dark boulders. The final hundred metres was a struggle up slippery wet snow, inches deep.


From 1,084 metres on a clear day there is a vast panorama: the Sutherland peaks to the north diminish, while Ben Wyvis, the Fannichs and An Teallach are the hills of tomorrow. A good eye would identify the Cairngorms over 60 miles to the south, a range I might reach by February. But today the mist and snow made this an anonymous spot, indistinguishable from a hundred summits. Somehow it seemed an appropriate place to start my mountain days. My first peak also represented a psychological hurdle and, in buoyant mood, I retraced my steps, the terrain now easy to cross, the peat ditches no longer any effort. Chased the final mile by an icy shower, I arrived back dripping and exhausted.


As always, once I had stopped moving a chilly dampness took hold and I became convulsed in shivering fits. To keep warm I went out again, this time to drag a huge slime-covered trunk from the bog, hands numb in the wind, my expensive jacket smeared in glutinous peat. But I cared not. Very soon there would be a fire, dry clothes, a steaming brew. Nothing else mattered.


About to pull the door shut I instinctively cast about, half expecting a figure to appear, a hooded walker lumbering up the valley perhaps, or someone dropping from the flank behind. But nobody came and I spent my eighth day alone. This solitude, being a strange and novel experience, had at first fuelled minor worries and intensified doubts, but as each day passed and no one appeared I grew more settled. I could thrive in this harsh environment, knowing that however cold, wet or hungry I became, I would soon be warm, dry and satiated. My previous life of modernity had fallen away, reduced by a primitive need to survive. The outside world was not merely irrelevant, it no longer existed, all my energies now being focused on the basic essentials of survival. And increasingly these became intoxicating pleasures—when tired, how much more inviting was rest, when hungry, how much more palatable the food. Later the cloud tore itself into holes, and the light of the moon came flooding through the small window like a great beam from space.


The River Beag drains easterly, first swelling to become the River Carron then spilling its waters gently into the North Sea. Scotland so narrows at this point that it is possible to walk from coast to coast on a long summers’ day, a trek of about thirty miles. Half that distance separated me from the Aultguish Inn, and the luxurious prospect of bed, baths, cooked meals and conversation. My original plan to traverse fifteen miles of moorland to Ben Wyvis had long since disintegrated in the face of continuing poor weather and my remaining paltry supplies.


A short way down the glen is a large, prominent boulder, an erratic left by a melting glacier. Seven years ago this boulder probably saved my life. I had walked in alone, hauling a week’s food over the thirteen miles, and while bus times had dictated a late start, it had been a benign winter’s day, the hills resplendent and sun-dappled. With little warning it started to snow, lightly at first, but a strong headwind sprang from nowhere, blowing clouds of flakes into my face. Having no tent I went on for the bothy. The track ended, darkness fell, and I was soon reeling in deep drifts. Now a full blizzard was raging, and as happens in a blizzard, I grew disorientated and fearful. After an hour of struggle I began to hallucinate, seeing strange images, hearing shrill voices that bellowed and pleaded, and I caught myself shouting back. Was this, I wondered, my life flashing before me? By chance, to my right across the river, I had seen the vaguest outline of a boulder, and in ten minutes had made a secure bivvy in its shelter, the snow whistling past. With no tent and in such conditions I have often wondered whether I would have survived a night in the open. I fancy not.


This morning the weather was merely unpleasant. Spears of rain and a cold gusty wind conspired in an attempt to make the hours to the Aultguish devoid of enjoyment. During the fiercest showers and for what seemed an age I moved with my hood bound tight, head down, a cold dampness already on my back, neck and shoulders, and my mind wandering to faraway places and dwelling on unrelated thoughts. And in between showers, when mountain slopes could clearly be seen, I was moved by the hues of brown, red and green which contrasted and blended into a multitude of exquisite shades, like an Appalachian Fall.


After days of wilderness Lower Gleann Beag was a rude reminder of the ravages of man. Though doubtless for sound economic reasons, the hand of the Hydro Board was everywhere: damming rivers, bulldozing roads, constructing weirs and ugly pipelines. They had been untidy too, as strewn beside the track were slabs of concrete and a jumble of rusting iron.


The glen continued east; I swung south, round the long shoulder of Meall a’ Chaorainn, over a small watershed and into open, exposed country. Just beyond the large dam at Loch Vaich and a mile and a half from the main road, a white Toyota van slowed to a halt. With rain pinging off the roof, a bearded, middle-aged gentleman leaned half-out of the window.





‘You’ll be wanting a lift to the road head?’


‘No thanks, I’m walking.’ I grinned at him.


‘Aye, I can see you’re walking. But are you wanting a lift?’ ‘No thanks.’


For a moment he stared at me, saying nothing, then pushed the gear lever and sped away.


[image: image]


Like a scene from a movie, a stranger enters the bar and the room is suddenly quiet as a core of locals turn and stare. They keep staring. Only the television is speaking, blaring away inanely. Later, having been shown to a room, I could fully appreciate their overreaction. My mirror reflected an ill-shaven face partly obscured by a tangle of windblown hair. But more disturbing was my complexion, for somehow I had managed to smear my face with charcoal, or soot, so that my appearance was made stranger still.


Aultguish was home for two nights; the day in-between I dealt with some unfinished business a little to the south. I climbed Ben Wyvis and drew a line under this first section. Ben Wyvis can clearly be seen from the streets of Inverness where she appears as a slumbering giant, by far the highest peak visible from any large British town. Four miles of main road took me past Inchbae Lodge and up through a fire-break in a prosaic ring of conifers. A strong, southerly wind gave a considerable wind chill, hounding my approach to the summit ridge; but the dreadful forecast failed to materialise. Fine views north suggested my original planned route across a heathery wilderness looked child’s play, poor exchange for the miles of tarmac and screaming vehicles. Roadwalking has little to commend it: the litter-covered verges, noise and fumes only reminding me of the busy commercial world I had left behind. Careful planning fortunately made this the only stretch of main road I was to follow in four months.


[image: image]


The taps gushed with a murky brown liquid, filling the bath with water you might normally find in a peaty lochan. I went to see the landlady.


‘It has therapeutic qualities,’ she assured me, ‘they use it on health farms. Great for aches and pains.’


And indeed it was.




[image: image] First Storm


IT WAS the middle of November, and for a mind incurably tied to an annual pattern of events—terms, exams, holidays—this time of year always meant a visit to Dovedale in the Peak District National Park. For a hundred or so adolescents it was their first experience of real countryside. They came from the grimy heart of a Midlands conurbation, that well-known area between the city centre and inner ring road, where derelict factories and poor housing exist cheek-byjowl with superstores and incinerators, and where dual carriageways rumble all night. And now, suddenly, a land of limestone towers—like minarets they seem—of arches and caves so high in the rock face they must have been chiselled out by an ancient race of giants. Here was something different, as much a culture-shock for these youngsters as a visit to a far planet. For staff as well, this honey-pot limestone gorge always seemed the highlight of the autumn calendar.


Janion, a pretty South African waitress, served up breakfast, and I did not dwell too much on where else I might have been that morning. The only guest in the dining room, my eyes wandered across the road to where ash-grey moorland piled up. This was in fact the tail-end of a mountain region whose names had been with me since childhood: Fannichs, Fisherfield, Slioch, An Teallach, ‘Whitbread Wilderness’; all places I had heard and dreamt of a decade before ever seeing them for myself. By now they seemed to have all the old familiarity of friends long-known.
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