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         Early one morning in May 1983, nine-year-old Iain Cameron looked out of the living room window and glimpsed a shining patch of brilliant white on distant Ben Lomond. This sparked a fascination with snow patches that would become a life’s work. A citizen scientist, Iain has written more than twenty scientific papers for the Royal Meteorological Society’s Weather journal; and he is the co-author of Cool Britannia (2010), a book examining the history of snow patches in Britain during the Little Ice Age. Iain’s work has been featured in the Guardian, the Independent and the Sunday Times, and he is a regular contributor to the Times and the BBC. He has appeared on Winterwatch and Countryfile and in numerous features on BBC Radio Scotland. He lives in Stirling and spends many weekends in the Scottish Highlands carrying out detailed fieldwork.

      

   


   
      
         
            Praise for Iain Cameron

         

         ‘A man who can making staring at snow not just interesting, but fascinating.’

         – Muriel Gray

         
             

         

         ‘Like some guardian of a lost folk memory, Iain Cameron wanders the Highlands in search of patches of snow that have held out stubbornly against the march of the seasons. Nestled in a remote gully, the last remnant of a forgotten ice age melts into a trickle – and then is gone. His work is done for now, but the snows will return.’

         – Nicholas Hellen, Sunday Times

         
             

         

         ‘Possibly the only writer who can pack history, geography, meteorology and adventure into tiny patches of snow.’

         – Muriel Gray
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            To Adam.

Though no longer with us,

his presence is enduring and ubiquitous.
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ix
            prologue

            In the belly of the beast

         

         I emerged at last, breathless, on to the plateau. The ominous-looking wintry squall that had been chasing me up the hill arrived from the west just as I completed the last few heavy steps of a relentless climb from the col, some 1,200 feet below. As I stood upright once more and filled my lungs with the rarefied Lochaber air, the first outlying snowflakes of the squall danced down harmlessly enough. The initial flurry tends to do that: a few slivers corkscrew down from the sky and land softly on your sleeve or face, just on the leading edge of the gale that rides invariably behind them. But this is, literally, the calm before the storm. I’ve been in this situation more times than I can remember, and I know what’s coming next.

         Overnight snow already lay thick on the plateau, and the forecast promised more for the rest of the day and the next. Taking a minute to orient my internal compass and restore my breathing to something resembling normality, I reached into the side of my rucksack for one of the bottles of flavoured water I carried, only to find that there was ice floating in it. As I tipped my head back to pour the freezing mixture into my mouth, the first wave of the storm hit me – hard.

         
            * * *

         

         xThe day had started three hours earlier in the deserted glen far below. A man I trusted – a long-time snow observer – had told me that there were two old patches left over from the previous winter in one of the high corries on this hill.1 This seemed unlikely to me, as the autumn weather had been mild – warm, even. I needed to be sure, though. I had to count every last relic of snow from the preceding winter before they were buried for another nine months or so. Missing even one would have felt like failure. But there was a problem: I had never been to this corrie before. It lurked on the edge of my knowledge. An apparently tricky place to reach even in summer, it was going to be doubly so in winter conditions. But, since no one else had volunteered to venture into this neglected corner of the Highlands, I decided there was no alternative but to travel there myself.

         The climb from the car park had started memorably, but not for the reasons one might hope. On the upward pull that eventually reaches on to the col, about twenty minutes after starting, I chanced across a dying red deer. He was a handsome old stag and lay about fifteen feet from the stalkers’ track. His front-right leg looked badly broken and, clearly, he could not move. His big brown eyes stared at me as I neared him, and he opened his mouth, attempting a roar to scare me off but managing only a hollow, thin rasp. It was a pitiful, tragic sight to see, and I could offer him no solace. I moved off, regretfully, hoping his death would come quickly and that this sad, chance encounter wouldn’t amount to a macabre omen for my trip.

         About an hour and a half later, I arrived at the foot of the col, where the first impediment presented itself. The overnight snow had been heavier than forecast and my path upwards on to the plateau was unfathomable beneath the fresh falls. All around me the landscape was winter, not autumn. The late-year, lifeless vegetation poked through the snow in an apparent attempt at defiance of its surroundings. Thick and ominous cloud swirled around the higher reaches of the hills to the west, whose summits were coated white.

         xiIn the absence of any discernible path, I could do nothing else but one thing: climb. So, picking out the least hazardous and most obvious-looking route, up I went. It was steep. Really steep. I gained height quickly as a result, though, and luckily the path became clearer. The snow that had fallen filled the hollows where thousands of boots had trodden, and it snaked up the escarpment at a more forgiving angle – although to call it a path would have been generous. It was no better than an indistinct goat track, and goats would have thought twice about ascending it in these conditions. It became steeper the higher I got, and as I paused half-way up for breath, I turned around to see whence I’d come. The hills that encircled me were splattered with thick snow, and any heather that didn’t lie under the white blanket was a dull, lifeless mahogany brown. A dark line of approaching weather, the squall of snow, raced towards me. I reckoned I had fifteen minutes to reach the top before it caught me up and deposited its considerable payload.

         But moving upwards in these conditions was not an easy endeavour. The rutted path soon vanished yet again, leaving me to judge the steep slope and where best to place my hands and feet. I cursed myself for not coming a few days previously when the weather had been better.

         I made slow progress, but progress nonetheless. At length I managed to negotiate a large bluff and grasped a solid-looking boulder for purchase to heave myself up.2 To be safe I tested its grip on the ground by means of a stout pull, which was just as well, for it rolled from its berth almost without resistance and disappeared down the hill to the bottom, some 1,000 feet below. My heart beat loudly as I watched it tumble, and the clatter of it smashing off a granite outcrop raced back up the hill and into my ears. In less than ten seconds, the stone had reached the point where I had stood thirty minutes earlier. I cursed myself once again.

         But then, I was up. The last big step negotiated, I arrived on the plateau. I was still at least an hour from where the two old lumps of snow from the previous winter were purportedly located. Finding them would not xiibe easy. Would they even be visible by now? If they had survived, would I know? The new snow might have buried them. 

         
            * * *

         

         As I emptied that drink of icy, flavoured water into my mouth, I felt a push on my back as though I’d been hit by a car, and it propelled me forward on to my knees. I laughed a hollow chuckle to myself to try and brush it off, but this was serious. I needed to give the weather the respect it deserved. There didn’t seem any point in pretending anything else. To accompany this seemingly tenfold increase in windspeed, the flakes of snow started to fall – if fall is the right word – horizontally. I took a bearing and made for the drop-in point to the corrie on the other side of the hill where the old snow would, hopefully, be lying. But before a minute had passed, I could see less than thirty yards. Another minute later it was half that. ‘It’ll pass. It’ll pass,’ I said to myself over and over as I walked across the plateau. By this point the ground and sky had fused together into a maelstrom of choking white. I checked my bearing again and trusted in it. I had to. This weather was as bad as any I’d witnessed on the hills of Scotland.

         The walk that day across the plateau, which reaches almost 4,000 feet, can best be described as a penance. The buffeting by the gale was intense, easily above storm force. It once threatened to send me airborne in its ferocity. The snow, too, could scarcely have been thicker. With visibility this bad, it would be all too easy to walk off the edge of a cliff, so I stopped every few minutes to check my location. So far, so good.

         But, despite the grim conditions, I made good progress across the plateau, and quicker than I anticipated, doubtless due to the wind paddling me on. At length I saw the rim of the other side of the summit ridge and, to my relief, it now looked as though the falling snow was moderating. I took the map out once more and checked my position. By good fortune, perhaps, I had arrived just near the drop-in point of the corrie. The sky now turned from white back to grey, and the wind eased to a playful breeze as quickly as it had started.

         Gazing into the abyss below was like staring into a murky cauldron xiiithat contained otherworldly ingredients. Great swirls of snow and cloud spun and danced before me. The tail end of the gale whipped eastward, ready to inflict a sting on the next range of hills in its path. For me, at least for now, the ordeal was over. I sat on the snowy grass and put crampons on my boots for grip and waited a minute to see if the snow would lessen further, which – mercifully – it did. I decided, at last, to drop in.

         Very deliberately, I eased down the steep grassy slope which itself wore a substantial covering of snow. The wind that had flattened me on the summit had all but disappeared in the shelter of the corrie. I relaxed my body. The absence of noise lent this place an altogether more serene atmosphere than just twenty yards away on the summit ridge. I breathed easier, too. The snow still fell, though, even if only in light, large flakes. It came up to my ankles and I was glad of the crampons on my feet and the ice axe in my hand, though there wasn’t enough snow to anchor on if I should fall, so the axe locked into my hand as a mental crutch and very little else.

         In the high places of Lochaber, visibility can be so poor, even during the middle of the day, that it is a struggle to see more than twenty yards ahead if the weather is appalling. The cloud and snow can be so thick that you must trust to navigation and instinct. It’s an unsettling experience. Half of your mind – the subconscious – is telling you all the while to get out of this place; the other half – the pragmatic – wills you on to complete your task. I had come too close to the prize to let my subconscious win out.

         But then, without warning, the snow started to fall thickly again, and I could hear the wind howl off the top of the cliffs above. Time was now against me. I needed to find last winter’s snow if it were there and get out of the corrie before the new snow barred my exit. I had good coordinates, but in this decaying place a compass offered little in the way of help. I instead used instinct and judgment as I traversed along the foot of the cliffs that, on my right-hand side, reached up 300 feet into the vortex of wind and snow. On my left there was nothing except cloud and a steep slope that did not break for some 1,000 feet. Slipping here could not be countenanced. ‘Steady, Iain,’ I repeated to myself. For ten minutes I tottered across broken rock and drifting snow, hoping that at any xiv second I’d stumble across the icy relics from a year ago. But nothing. ‘They’ve probably gone,’ I said to myself, just on the cusp of giving up. Mentally I was almost spent. ‘Another few steps. Another thirty seconds.’

         Just then, however, the ground changed ahead. ‘What’s that?’ I said out loud, as though someone were with me. I took a few more steps forward. I strained my eyes and wiped my glasses. In front of me, not more now than ten yards distant, there they lay. Two big slabs of dirty white snow sat at the foot of the cliff, almost invisible in the camouflage of their surroundings. In form they resembled large white coffins which, considering the environment I was amid, seemed grimly appropriate. ‘YES!’ I shouted, as though I’d discovered some long-lost, priceless treasure in one of the deep places of the world. I was ecstatic that they endured and that I had found them. They were larger than I’d expected, too, and as I crouched beside them, I knocked on their surface: hard as the rock that they sat on. Months and months of compression, melting and refreezing had cast them like concrete. Their tops were like dragon skin, scaly and scalloped – and just as tough. There was no doubt that, at about fifteen feet long each, they’d survive now. The snow that had already fallen half buried them, and the heavier snow that was due in the next day would cover them up for the season. This would be the last time I, or anyone else, would see them for many months.

         But how had it come to this? The snow that lingered on this hill never used to melt. Or, at least, it hardly ever did. Travellers in previous centuries even commented on being able to see it from the valley below all-year round. ‘The only snow visible from a British train station in every month of the year,’ one excited journal read in the 1930s. No longer could the same thing be said. The snow was a shadow of its former self, reduced to two small lumps of ignominious irrelevance, hidden from, and of no interest to, all but the most dedicated enthusiast. This was the first year in five that any snow had endured the whole year in the corrie. Could it be a sign of things to come? Had climate change stretched its long fingers into even the smallest nooks of the highest Scottish hills?

         I had no time to ponder this any further. The snow was deep, and I had to get out of this cauldron of ice and rotting rock. Fresh boulders from xvrockfalls lay all around, serving as a reminder that this landscape is constantly evolving and not a place to linger.

         I retraced my steps back up the steep slope and on to the lip of the plateau. As I came over the edge, the blast of wind that hit my chest forced me to sink down momentarily and grab the vegetation. The snow stung my face so hard it felt like I was being sandblasted. At that point it was obvious that going back down the way I had come would be tantamount to a death wish, so I abandoned the idea. Though the car lay that way I could not risk the descent back down to the col in such atrocious conditions. Poor decision-making on the hill can cost lives and I had no wish to call mountain rescue, nor to become another statistic. An easier route off the north side of the hill would necessitate a taxi journey back to the car, but it would be money well spent.

         I descended slowly, and with every downward step I took I cared less about the weather that chased me off the hill. I was beyond pleased I had come to this place today because, had I not, the two patches would have gone unrecorded. When researchers look back in a hundred years’ time, they will maybe remark that in 2007 one enthusiast noted that two small patches of snow had survived the year on this hill. This may just be a footnote in a paper they write, and they will not know the human story that lies behind the record. This is of no moment to me. What matters is the snow that was recorded, not the means.

         
            1 A corrie is a glacial basin in the side of a hill, the Scottish Gaelic equivalent of an Alpine ‘cirque’. [Back]

            2 A bluff is a steep headland. [Back]

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            one

            The spark

         

         I got up first, as usual. It was early, about 6.30 a.m. The sun streamed in through a gap in the curtains of our bedroom and, for the first time in what seemed like over a week, I hadn’t woken up to rain bouncing off the window. Letting my six-year-old brother sleep on, I went upstairs to the living room to put on the television. Prior to pressing the heavy analogue button, which rocked the TV back on its stand, I opened the curtains to let the light of the day in. There were no clouds in the azure blue sky that morning and on the hills, spring’s first flush of growth had turned the grass a verdant green. The warmth of the sun could be felt through the single-paned window. Even then, just nine years old on that early May day in 1983, I was in awe of the views our new house had. It sat right at the top of a housing estate in Port Glasgow, literally the highest street in town, 500 feet above the Firth of Clyde. We’d moved there just a few months back, when my dad started a new job locally. The vistas from the front of the house were panoramic and stretched over the estuary from the Erskine Bridge in the east to Dunoon to the west. The high hills on the opposite side of the Firth looked impossibly far away and seemingly unclimbable. Normally they poked into the clouds and were invisible from the house. Some of the hills were rolling and green, but others were grey and craggy. How could anyone, even a child, not be drawn in by the allure of these new visions?

         2One hill, many miles distant, towered higher than the others. It rose up from behind two smaller hills and the summit cone sat atop two large shoulders which jutted out horizontally in pleasing symmetry. On that beautiful May morning, sitting on this distant peak’s south-facing slope, gleaming prominently in the early sunshine, was a large patch of what seemed to be brilliant-white snow. I couldn’t understand how it had endured. I stood for a moment and looked at it. ‘It can’t be,’ I said to myself, doing a double take. No snow had fallen at my house for many weeks. Surely it had all melted? The last remnant I’d seen that year had been a long, streaky drift against a lichen-covered drystone wall, just a hundred yards or so behind our garden. But that was ages ago. Yet here on this muscular, high hill there remained an apparent relic of winter just past, clinging on despite the warm weather. Why, when it had melted away everywhere else, did it persist here? Though old enough to understand that there must be a reason for it, I had not yet enough wit to work out why.

         For reasons that I cannot adequately convey, my curiosity had been piqued to the extent that I wanted – needed – to identify which hill’s chest this white medallion hung on. To do that I was going to have to conduct my own detective work, as I knew nobody else in my family would be able to help me. They weren’t much interested in the outdoors, so any attempt to enlist them as helpers would have been a futile exercise. That said, I remembered that somewhere in the house we had a tatty old AA road atlas that my parents kept, despite not having a car. I unearthed it from the ragged old ottoman that the phone sat on, only to find the atlas in equally poor repair. There was now no front or rear cover, and the staples were fighting a hopeless, rearguard action to hold the whole thing together. It was in miserably large scale, and covered in coffee stains to boot, but I figured it might contain some clues. Even then I was fascinated by maps and geography so, standing with the atlas open at the window, I oriented it in the direction I faced. Glancing between the open atlas and the view, as though trying to crack a secret code, I finally surmised that the hill where the snow reposed could only be Ben Lomond. According to the atlas it rose to an impressive 3,194 feet. I knew that people in 3Scotland called hills over 3,000 feet ‘Munros’. I’d no idea why this should be the case, but I was pretty sure that I was gazing upon Scotland’s most southerly Munro.

         I do not recall that morning whether I mentioned this revelation to my parents. I suspect not. It was pointless asking them in any case why snow would still be there on Ben Lomond. They’d barely set foot on a hill, never mind studied the vicissitudes of mountain weather. But, that morning, a light bulb flicked on in my young mind. A spark. As for why the snow hung on, that was something I needed to figure out for myself.

         For the next few days the pattern remained the same: up at first light, run upstairs and peer through the window to see if the snow was still there, go to school, then look again in the evening before I went to bed. It had turned into a strange fascination. But, at length the weather turned again and the hills were obscured by cloud and rain, so for three or four days I saw nothing. ‘Surely it’s melted,’ I said to myself. Then, one day after returning from school, the cloud blew off Ben Lomond and its cohorts. The snow, alas, had gone. At least, I couldn’t see it. I was disappointed by its demise. Sad, even. I knew well enough that it eventually had to vanish, but this didn’t lessen the feeling of disappointment. It felt like saying goodbye to a relative you’d probably not see again for ages. I was determined that, one day, I would get to the bottom of the mystery and visit this snowy place.

         Because of my parents’ lack of interest in anything to do with hills, or the general outdoors, and because independent motorised transport was beyond our financial means, my interest in patches of snow remained confined for the next eight years to what I could see through the living room window and from the Ordnance Survey trig point about half a mile from our house (the views from there were even more wide-ranging and took in hills that were over forty miles distant). The option of what I could glean from very primitive technology presented itself, too. Chief amongst these was page 421 of Ceefax. Every morning in winter I would load up this highly unwieldy and slow proto-internet. Page 421 showed all five of the Scottish ski resorts at that time, and how many of the lifts were running. A teenage me wanted to know how much 4snow lay on the hills, even though I had never skied in my life, nor climbed a snowy hill. It was completely illogical. I remember at the age of thirteen being castigated by my parents for dialling a premium-rate phone number that gave a real-time overview of which ski lifts were spinning at Scotland’s resorts. I think, actually, they were quite relieved when they found out what I had used the phone for, and that their eldest son wasn’t calling an altogether less wholesome premium-rate service.

         At secondary school I recall disagreeing with my geography teacher on the subject of snow. I didn’t rate him, mostly because he used to enjoy demeaning his pupils by showing them how poor their knowledge of his precious subject was. It wasn’t just that, though. He seemed disinterested in our learning, often teaching in what I thought was an overly perfunctory manner. I wouldn’t have it, and he disliked me from day one. The snow disagreement centred around a road. He said to the class one day that the A939 Cockbridge to Tomintoul had been closed in the past by snow in every calendar month of the year. I knew this to be nonsense (it had never closed in July or August) and told him as much, though obviously not in such blunt terms. It was a nail in my educational coffin. Looking back on episodes like this, I wish I’d learnt to keep my mouth shut.

         The school that I attended, St Stephen’s High, could often be found propping up every other school in the annual exam results league tables for Strathclyde Regional Council, as it was back then. Many people speak of their time at secondary school as the happiest of their lives, but for me they were the worst and I despised it, as I did every subject bar English and geography. As a result of this disinterest and apathy, I decided to leave school at sixteen with only a handful of mediocre qualifications, much to my parents’ chagrin. I had no clear idea of what I wanted to do next, or how to do it; I was just thankful to be out of that awful place. However, by an unusual turn of good fortune, I managed to secure an apprenticeship to be an electrician with a local, family-run company. For the next four years, this provided me with welcome cash, and with the discipline, learning and practical skills that I cherish to this day. In contrast to the gloom of my secondary education, I look upon these four years 5fondly as some of the best I’ve ever had. They were the making of me. (Though my siblings and I were brought up with an abundance of love, discipline and a good sense of right and wrong in the home, an apprenticeship among older, skilled men instilled in me a sense of diligence and hard work that can hardly be overstated. The pride with which these ordinary men worked still resonates with me thirty years after I was first exposed to it.)

         As soon as I was able to, I learnt to drive and got a car. I wanted to explore my country, something that I had never been able to do independently. I wanted to climb hills and to go to see some snow in summer. However, having lived a relatively sheltered life thus far, I was much too nervous to do anything ambitious. My first walks were done on easy hills with obvious paths and tracks. I recall one such trip, with my brother. Aged seventeen and fourteen, we climbed up Ben More near Crianlarich in early June. Mum and Dad, perhaps blissfully unaware of the potential risks of letting two children loose on the hills unsupervised, or perhaps just trusting in our ability, let us get on with it. Being Britain’s sixteenth-highest hill, Ben More felt like a big adventure – a huge and hulking mass of steep grass and rock. Just below the summit, we came across fourteen ptarmigan, which were the first I’d ever seen. I was transfixed and followed them as they deftly scuttled across the rocks, always just too far away for a decent camera shot on the Olympus Trip I had bought from a charity shop. At the summit itself, patches of snow on Ben More’s neighbour Stob Binnein were visible. What a treat. A whole world of new possibilities and excitement. I remember it as yesterday.

         Around this time, interest in the outdoors was growing, though it was very much a minority pastime. TV programmes appeared which hitherto would have struggled to get a commission. This was to a significant extent the result of a hugely popular TV show called Weir’s Way, presented by the irrepressible Tom Weir. A Scottish staple during the 1970s and 1980s, Weir’s Way showcased the bobble-hatted Tom visiting parts of the country that were not well known to the average viewer. Weir remains a legendary figure to the outdoors community in Scotland; a pioneer of opening up the outdoors to a wider audience via his written and TV output.

         6Of the TV shows that appeared in the early 1990s, the most popular was Muriel Gray’s The Munro Show. This programme had a big effect on me and many more folk my age. It was a window to view parts of Scotland that I scarcely knew existed, save in the maps that I pored over as a teenager. Gray had an infectious enthusiasm too, which came across well on screen. The format of the show was original and highly engaging. It started with each walk being introduced by the extremely eccentric Gaelic poet Sorley MacLean, sitting on an armchair. Next to him was a blackboard with the hill’s name written on it. MacLean then translated the often unpronounceable and impenetrable name, sometimes imparting an anecdote that he’d either heard or experienced himself. Watching as a young man I thought him a bit odd but, viewing the programme back on YouTube many years later, I completely underestimated just how wonderfully over-the-top he was.

         Once the meaning and pronunciation had been delivered by MacLean, the rest of the show contained splendid scenic shots of Gray wandering up whichever hill she and her team had decided to climb.

         One episode of The Munro Show stood out. In it Gray walked up Braeriach on a beautiful late summer’s day, to judge by the height of the sun and the colour of the vegetation. This hill is the second-highest in the Cairngorms and third-highest in the UK. As she walked across the vast, Arctic-like plateau, the camera cut to her standing on a precarious rocky spur, with what looked like drops on all sides of hundreds of feet. It then panned downwards into the black abyss, stopping when it framed four large patches of snow.

         ‘In this corrie,’ Gray continued, ‘is Scotland’s most permanent snowfield. In fact, it’s only melted twice this century, in 1933 and 1959.’

         Upon excitedly hearing this gem of information, I sat bolt upright in my seat. Several things leapt into my mind. Firstly, how did she know they were the most permanent snowfields in Scotland? Secondly, who on earth was monitoring long-lasting patches of snow on Scotland’s hills? Finally, why did patches of snow persist all year? This information was a revelation to me. Needless to say, I recorded all the episodes of this show on VHS and would come back time and time again to the Braeriach 7episode just to see those massive banks of snow in the shaded corrie below. At that time, I thought them impossible to reach, but I longed to see them nonetheless.

         Inspired by the revelatory information that people must be monitoring long-lasting snow in Scotland, I vowed to find out more. This was a much taller order in the early 1990s than nowadays, with no internet to draw on. Finding out such things required visiting libraries and bookshops. Just finding the latter in the area where I grew up was hopeless because establishments that sold books were often confined to the larger John Menzies or WHSmith newsagents. Apart from the odd Ordnance Survey map or glossy ‘Scotland is Beautiful’-type tartan shortbread books, there was nothing remotely like the sort of tome I yearned for.

         The first few sorties to the local public libraries yielded little either, with librarians knowing virtually nothing about the outdoors, never mind this esoteric subject. But, because diligence is the mother of good fortune, one day in a bookshop in Glasgow I came across a publication that gave me my eureka moment.

         The outdoor section of Waterstones bookstore in Glasgow wasn’t particularly well-frequented at that time. I recall perusing it at leisure, with no one else in close proximity. Because it contained the largest section of its type in Glasgow, I figured it would be the best option for locating any literature that might conceivably cover this odd interest. Sure enough, it was, and I stood rooted to the spot as I read a particular chapter of a book I found. Many people will have experienced a similar sensation when they read something that electrifies them or informs them of something that makes them think, ‘Yes! Yes, that’s it!’ It is a rare occurrence but, because of that, one is inclined to remember it for the rest of one’s life.

         Martin Moran’s Scotland’s Winter Mountains was a revelation to me.1 Intended as a guide for mountaineers, its pages were packed full of technical information and instruction on winter climbing. Most of the content didn’t interest me. At that point I had little or no desire to indulge in rock 8or ice climbing, but what grabbed my attention was a brief section that specifically dealt with snow. The chapter in question discussed the last ice age, many thousands of years ago, and the more recent so-called ‘Little Ice Age’ of the period 1600–1850 (or thereabouts). On one page it posed the hypothetical question, ‘Are today’s snow patches dying relics of a bygone era or the harbingers of new glaciers?’ This was what I’d been searching for! This question accompanied a full-page table that had some golden nuggets of information, such as a list of hills and long-lying snow patches, the elevation they sat at, their aspect and some commentary on them. These observations on snow patches were wonderful. ‘Never known to wholly disappear.’ ‘Not closely observed but occasional survival has been noted.’ It was fascinating. Names that nowadays I am familiar with to the point of saturation, I read for the first time – Ciste Mhearad, Aonach Mòr, Ben Wyvis and many more. Proof in print, at last, that these patches were being monitored. There was also a photograph of the same snow patches that Muriel Gray showed us on the Braeriach episode of The Munro Show, with massive drifts visible in a picture from October 1984. I simply had to have this book and would have bought it on the spot, but for one small problem: its price tag. 

         Even these days, shelling out £25 on a book would make many people think twice. Spending that amount in 1990, when my weekly take-home pay from my apprenticeship was about £50, meant plenty of patience and discipline. So, for the next five weeks I carefully saved £5 each week, setting it aside and putting it behind a poster of Madonna that hung by Blu Tack on my bedroom wall. It meant I couldn’t buy any of the nice clothes or fancy trainers that I had developed a penchant for when I started earning my own money. This small sacrifice for the pleasure of what was sure to be a fascinating chronicle seemed worth it. Indeed, it became one of my most prized possessions.

         Going back to Waterstones to buy the book was exciting. I even eschewed a gathering of the other apprentice electricians from my college who were going into Greenock to play pool and then on to the amusement arcade. I didn’t dare tell them the reason for doing this. To do so would have meant inviting some unwanted adolescent abuse.

         9The woman who served me that day smiled as I handed over the five £5 notes. I put the book in a shiny Waterstones carrier bag and ran back to the station to catch the train home. I seldom put it down for weeks thereafter.

         After finishing my electrical apprenticeship in October 1993, I took some time out and worked, briefly, as a volunteer for the National Trust for Scotland at Glen Coe. In between (unpaid) dogsbody duties such as red deer counting and digging footpaths, I used to note, for my own interest, the patches of snow still clinging on below the highest peaks. October is extremely late for snow to persist from the previous winter in Glen Coe, so I made sure to record the exact dates. I was certain that in the future this would be of interest to someone. How unusually prophetic that turned out to be.

         Many years later, in 2005, I read a journal that featured an esteemed Scottish scientist. The paper he authored in the journal focused on the subject of snow patches. By now I was aware of some of the people who engaged in this study, and I wanted to get involved. In the paper the scientist wrote that ‘snow has never been known to persist from one winter to the next at Glen Coe’.

         Upon reading this statement I cast my mind back twelve years to the diary entry I’d made at Glen Coe. The large patches high on the slopes of the unpronounceable Stob Coire Sgreamhach were visible in October, which is normally a critical month for old snow patches. They are usually terminally small at that point and susceptible to vanishing. There was a very good chance these large patches I saw would have survived through to winter, given the lateness of the year and their size. I couldn’t be sure, as I left Glen Coe before the lasting falls of the new winter came. So, with some trepidation, I penned a note to the author of the paper, whose email address appeared at the bottom. The reason for my nervousness was not that I doubted my observations, but because of the reputation and clout of the person who wrote the paper.

         Adam Watson, holder of quadruple doctorates and possibly Scotland’s pre-eminent outdoors scientist at that time, authored the paper. Here was I: a grunt; an electrician with zero academic pedigree or academic 10gravitas. I hovered over the ‘send’ button, about to fire off a note to one of the country’s most respected scientists telling him the information contained in his paper might not be 100 per cent accurate. What was I thinking? I shelved the note. But something nagged at me over the next forty-eight hours. I told myself that the diary entry had been correct, and that I’d been looking at these things long enough to know that there was a decent chance those Glen Coe patches survived until winter.

         ‘Send the bloody email, Iain,’ I said to myself. So I did, and to my surprise I received a reply the very next day. I sat for a while looking at it unread in my inbox, wondering what it contained. I opened it nervously, through semi-closed eyes. My relief was palpable as I read its contents, which I still have, as they were highly encouraging and warm. A couple of lines stood out:

         
            I am interested to come across a snow enthusiast, as there are so few of us! Best wishes and keep in touch,

            Adam Watson

         

         Phew. I was immensely relieved. Here was a scientist who was not precious about the content of his life’s work. If data existed that added to the collective knowledge of the study, then he wanted to hear about it, irrespective of whether it meant revisions to his own.

         From that point onwards Adam and I corresponded a good deal. We also became friends. Whenever I went out on to the hills, I would seek out places that I knew or thought there would be old snow on, and I shared my observations with Adam. Some of these he would collate and insert into an annual scientific paper of which he was the lead author. The paper, which appeared in the Royal Meteorological Society’s Weather journal, chronicled how many patches of snow lasted from one winter to the next on Scotland’s hills, as well as how long into the year others on lesser hills lasted. This paper was a treasure trove of information to me. In 2008, after I’d been contributing for a few years, I whooped with delight when Adam asked me to become a co-author of the paper. Having my name in a peer-reviewed scientific journal is something that 11I never thought I’d achieve. Just a few years later, in 2011, Adam suggested that I have a stab at writing the paper with a view to becoming its lead author. Perhaps sensing that he might not be around for ever, he appeared keen to hand over the authorship to someone who could keep it going for many years to come. I was humbled, and in truth probably more chuffed by this than by anything I’d ever been asked to do before. When my first paper was published, in late 2012, I framed it. A number of years later, in 2017, the Royal Meteorological Society presented us with the annual Gordon Manley Weather Prize for ‘outstanding contribution to Weather in the preceding five years’. It felt like a real honour to receive recognition from our peers and I attended the ceremony in London with John Pottie, another longstanding expert and co-author who had contributed much to the paper over the years.

         Honours like these are very special to us. This is because all the work we do on snow-patch research is done as amateurs. In other words, we do it as a hobby. Every pair of boots, every waterproof jacket, tape measure, rucksack, tank of fuel, even down to our sandwiches – every penny we spend comes from our own pockets. For a living I am employed in construction, specialising in safety and health. I advise the company I work for on what course of action it ought to take to mitigate risk in terms of legislation. It could not be more different from the esoteric world of snow-patch spotting.

         Besides, doing it as amateurs has its own advantages. For a start we are not beholden to an institution to spin the results of our research a certain way. In today’s cut-throat world of academic funding, leaning towards a favoured position can be crucial to securing financial backing for future studies. Not having to account for our time, or explain to people where we are going, is another distinct advantage. The Scottish weather obeys no calendar. We go to look for snow when conditions are most suitable and, wherever we can, most agreeable. Having to justify ourselves to a supervisor or funding body is something that none of us would feel comfortable with.

         Occupying such a small niche does have fascinating consequences. Given the lack of genuine experts in this field, coupled with the increased 12interest in the subject over the last few years, the level of exposure our work receives has hit unexpected highs. Snow-patch stories have appeared in virtually every national newspaper, as well as on countless radio and TV programmes. This sort of exposure is very helpful for raising the profile of our work, but not just for its own sake. The more people who walk on the hills in summer and autumn, the more eyes there are to report back on the state of any remaining snow. Consequently, the data that we compile and submit to the Royal Meteorological Society becomes that bit more valuable. Without doubt, the number of people who now express an interest in this topic is remarkable. Back in the early and mid-noughties we thought there were only a handful. The upsurge of awareness, not only in enthusiasts but the general public, is most heartening. Long may it continue.

         When I first became absorbed in snow patches aged nine, I could have had no idea that it would eventually lead to me being the author of over twenty papers on the subject. It seems to me that you are either born with a love for something or you are not. For sure, interests can be fostered, nurtured and encouraged by parents, guardians or teachers. Generally, though, these tend to be ‘normal’ or prosaic pastimes like playing an instrument, football or reading. I have yet to come across a parent who actively encourages their offspring to take a tape measure on to the back end of a high cliff or steep gully to measure an eight-month-old patch of snow.

         Perhaps that day is coming. Who knows?

         
            1 Moran, Martin (1988), Scotland’s Winter Mountains, Pynes Hill, Exeter: David & Charles Ltd. [Back]
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