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Foreword

This beautiful book perfectly illustrates what you

miss if you continue to walk with your eyes proverbially

closed. The exquisite images, the rewards of Andy

Howard’s infinite patience, remind us that these hills,

scoured by wind, frost and snow, sculpted into corries

and skirted by the finest of natural forests, are like no

others in our northern land.

Nowhere else in Scotland has such sprawling tracts

over 2,000, 3000 and 4000 feet, and, because of that

elevated acreage, no other part can claim such a diverse

range of flora and fauna, from the 300 year old Caledonian

Pines in the glens to the impressive, tiny plants that

cling to the wind-whipped summit slopes, arctic-alpine

communities that, thanks to climate change, are now

living at the very edge of their northern range.

Consider, as you wonder at the craftsmanship and

beauty of Andy Howard’s photographs, the days and

weeks he spent in often inhospitable surroundings.

Muse on his patience, admire his skill and knowledge

but, above all, remember this. Each image, whether

mountain, tree, bird, mammal or plant, is part of the

infinite web of creation to which

homo sapiens

also

belongs. Understand that, in accepting that kinship,

there is an implicit recognition of order, of a determined

pattern behind the behaviour of things, and let us

celebrate its harmony. There is so much we can learn

from the Cairngorms.

Cameron McNeish

Strathspey

May 2019

Many visitors will traverse the hills and climb the ridges of

the wonderful Cairngorm mountains without looking or

properly seeing, just as I once did. With minds set on lists-

to-tick they will note the wider horizons, but perhaps not

appreciate the tiny but vibrant life at their feet.

When I reached my greybeard years I learned to slow

down and look around although, to be fair, age has a

way of slowing you even if you don’t want it to. Now

the words of William Henry Davies reveal their deeper

meaning.

No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,

And watch her feet, how they can dance.

A poor life this is if, full of care,

We have no time to stand and stare.

As I look back on the mountains of my life, memories

of reaching the summits tend to blur. The diamonds that

really sparkle, though, are of the moments that created

the journey: reaching an anticipated ridge, crossing a high

bealach, camaraderie and encounters with wildlife. To

wonder at the miracle that is the tiny moss campion,

silene

acaulis

(or cushion pink), audaciously clinging to life amid

the barren screes of Beinn Macdui; or the joy in the song

of a cock snow bunting, a moving and powerful anthem

to its wind-scoured surroundings; or the excitement of

spotting a dotterel, one of our rarer visitors; or seeing a

golden eagle soar on outstretched wings. These are the

experiences that live with me and, while I don’t have the

patience of a wildlife photographer, a rare breed that

is content to wait, and wait, until the light is right or the

subject presents itself, I am learning to look… and see.
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Responses to the Cairngorms are many and various,

from Nan Shepherd’s lyrical

The Living Mountain

in an

era when they were much less trod than now, to John

Allen’s pragmatic but sensitive mountain rescue memoir,

Cairngorm John

; from Adam Watson’s terrestrial ecology

to Affleck Grey’s history and legends, not forgetting the

incredible blind poet Sydney Scroggie. All have their

emotional element that goes deep, but not deeper than

real experience in the mind of a ten-year-old boy from

the north of England who had recently relocated to the

Black Isle. I was that boy.

As a birthday treat for a friend his parents took us for

a day’s skiing in Coire Cas. My most persistent memory of

that day is of intense cold, such as I had never felt before.

Little wonder that the wind went through me, when I

was wearing only jeans, trainers and a thin jacket. It was a

double lesson. Not only did it tell me that I was inadequately

dressed, it also gave me a first inkling of how little I knew.

The exhilaration and sense of freedom that came

with learning to ski was new and liberating for me.

In addition, climbing the hill on skins to ski back

down taught me that great experiences are won by

determination and effort, and fostered a sense of

discipline that would serve me well over the years.

Imagine a young, opening mind deposited among the

cliffs and snow fields of the Cairngorms, supply with

skills that take it to high places to view the massive

expanse of wildness that is the Cairngorm plateau

and the long, cultivated strip and many townships of

Strathspey. I was inspired as the authors of the books

mentioned earlier were inspired. In the following years

skis and, with increasing strength and confidence,

walking boots, took me to corners of the mountains

that few people reach.

First though, as a proficient skier and nascent hill-

walker, my every spare moment was spent in

INTRODUCTION

Ptramigan with searching look.
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the Northern Corries while thinking of them as an

adventure

playground.

Alpine

conditions

arrived

frequently, with blue skies, dry powder snow and, on a

few rare occasions, hurricane force winds. I treasure fond

memories of those years: the camaraderie of friends

huddled in the Ptarmigan Restaurant, drinking hot

chocolate, eating chips, going out to face the storm in

a crescendo of raucous banter. Being in the mountains

is about creating such memories, whether they be of

a May day’s skiing with the sun warming your face, or

lingering until the lifts slow and stop, to descend the, by

now empty, slopes in the golden glow of evening.

In recounting these experiences, I can almost

visualise the transition in real time: from play through

work to a deeper appreciation.

When I was seventeen, I chose to stay with friends

overnight on one of the high summits. We stayed awake

right through, eating the remains of cold pizzas picked

up the night before in Aviemore, eventually witnessing

a dark indigo sky give way to the orange glow of dawn.

More

spectacularly,

the

neighbouring

mountains

of Cairn Toul and the Devil’s Point were brilliantly

illuminated by the same powerful orange light. With

this I became lost to the others. It was as if I was on my
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