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            / Introduction

         

         At 1,345 metres, Ben Nevis (Beinn Nibheis) is the highest mountain in Britain and, as such, it is naturally an objective for visiting tourists and hillwalkers worldwide. Each year, over 150,000 people hike to the summit; a vast rocky plateau that is a designated Site of Special Scientific Interest on account of its numerous rare species.

         The first recorded ascent of the mountain was made in 1771, but the main path wasn’t built for another 112 years, when it allowed for the construction of an observatory on the summit. Quite remarkably, this meteorological station was manned in all seasons and weathers for 21 consecutive years – you can still see the remains of the building today.

         Despite Ben Nevis’s popularity, the area surrounding the mountain is quiet and comparatively unappreciated. It sits within the Ben Nevis and Glen Coe National Scenic Area, which is home to red deer, water voles, golden and white-tailed eagles and ptarmigan, along with snow bunting, pine marten and rare butterflies including the chequered skipper. The glens are steeped in Scottish cultural significance, from the Picts of Dùn Deardail and tales of Jacobite betrayals to the lost inhabitants of upper Glen Nevis with their charcoal-burning platforms.

         This collection of local walks will allow enthusiasts of all abilities to immerse themselves in the dramatic landscapes, breathtaking grandeur and great variety of the Ben Nevis area. There are some big and classic routes but there are also some lower-level, easier options for bad weather days, those who are short on time or families with children in tow. Once you start to explore Ben Nevis, you will find there is something for everyone.

         
             

         

         Keri Wallace
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            / About the walks

         

         The summit of Ben Nevis is owned by the John Muir Trust, while the North Face and lower slopes are owned by Jahama Highland Estates. But thanks to Scotland’s world-class access rights (Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003), walkers have a ‘right to roam’ responsibly throughout the area – over hills and moors, forests and woods, coastline, rivers and lochs. There are some common-sense exceptions to these access rights, but these are clearly detailed in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (see page xiii). This code must be followed at all times. The main message of the code is that individuals must respect the interests of others, care for the environment and take responsibility for their actions.

         Deer stalking takes place year-round with the busiest periods in October, January and February. The Heading for the Scottish Hills service will help you find out where deer stalking is taking place, so that you can choose a walk that minimises the chance of disturbance, in line with the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/practical-guide-all/deer-management-and-access/heading-scottish-hills

         Where possible, avoid obstructing birds that are searching for nesting sites and never disturb active nests (which is a criminal offence).

         The timings quoted for each walk are quite generous, assuming an average walking pace of 3–4km/h (2–3mph), which also factors in time for breaks, photos and the effort of ascent/terrain as applicable. The ‘running’ times quoted reflect the fact that a runner may move more efficiently over most terrain, but will still walk many of the ascents, moving at an average speed of 5–8km/h (3–5mph).
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            / Navigation

         

         The mapping and descriptions in this guidebook are intended for planning and information; you will need to use additional mapping and navigation methods while walking, either a hard-copy map and compass, or a good quality online mapping app (such as OS Maps, Gaia GPS, OutdoorActive or Topo GPS, as well as OS Locate) on a mobile phone or GPS unit. Both require practice; understanding maps and symbols and orienting yourself from them is a useful skill to learn; there are many tutorial videos online that can help with this.

         While many mountain users access route and mapping information on mobile devices or GPS units, be aware that digital mapping sources can drain your mobile phone/GPS unit’s battery; ensure that you carry a hard-copy map which does not rely on having mobile phone signal and will increase your ability to see the bigger picture. Pack a portable power bank to recharge your device on the hill, especially if you also want to use your phone to make calls or take photos.

         Using a map and compass will increase your accuracy and confidence when navigating in poor visibility, especially when departing from summits. Descending Ben Nevis in the wrong direction can quickly lead to very steep and dangerous terrain. Make sure you check your location and direction of travel before setting off.

         The walks in this book appear on the following maps:

         
	
Ordnance Survey Explorer 392 Ben Nevis & Fort William – 1:25,000

        A large-scale map with lots of detail suitable for walking. Four centimetres on the map represent one kilometre in real life. These maps come in a paper or weatherproof laminated format and come with a link to a digital version to use in the OS Maps app.

            	
Harvey Maps/BMC British Mountain Map – Ben Nevis & Glen Coe or Ben Nevis Ultramap XT40 – 1:40,000

        These maps are slightly smaller scale, but are excellent for walking and planning routes, due to the visual use of colours to denote mountain heights/terrain. Two and a half centimetres on the map represent one kilometre in real life. These maps are printed on waterproof paper and are very light to carry.

         


   


   
      
         
            / Safety & well-being

         

         Keeping safe and well in upland terrain starts with an appropriate plan that suits both you and your group and the forecast weather and mountain conditions, and allows for enjoyment and adventure along the way. Bear in mind that a robust plan will allow for changes; you shouldn’t be locked into a single objective, as outside factors may influence your day. These factors might include changeable weather and how it affects you on the hill, how you/the group are feeling given the terrain xor effort, your estimated/actual speed of travel, the length of daylight hours, parking and access/public transport times, what clothing you’re wearing/carrying and even how much food/drink you have with you. Let someone outside your group know where you’re going and what time you’re expecting to be back down (and let them know when you’re off the hill to prevent them from worrying). When planning your day, check out www.mountaineering.scot/activities/hillwalking/getting-started for helpful tips and reminders of what factors to consider.

         If you’re unsure about aspects of your planned route, do some research online to find out more or ask for advice in local accommodation or shops to fill your knowledge gaps. Ensure that you have enough protective clothing and equipment for the forecasted weather and get an updated forecast appropriate for your planned route. The Met Office provides mountain summit (Ben Nevis, or Stob Bàn, for example) forecasts. Both the Met Office (Southwest Highlands) and the Mountain Weather Information Service (West Highlands) provide mountain-area-specific forecasts. These forecasts provide data for summit height, which will usually be very different to glen-level weather, since the air is colder the higher you ascend. The summit of Ben Nevis can be 10 °C colder than the car park and experiences very different weather than the town of Fort William!

         Don’t underestimate how much food and drink you might need for longer/higher outings, especially when walking with children. Plan to snack/drink every 30 to 40 minutes to keep energy levels high and avoid tired limbs or slowing down. The walking times in this guidebook include some time to stop to eat or drink, but always keep an eye on your walking pace and how this compares to your plans. Are the weather conditions or terrain affecting your speed? Do you still have time to complete your planned objective or should you shorten your route or turn back earlier than planned? Never be afraid to check on your group, check your map, check your watch and change plans if necessary, especially if you can see or feel bad weather arriving quicker than forecasted. Note that in Lochaber, daylight hours are significantly longer in summer and shorter in winter than locations further south in the UK. In the shoulder seasons, be aware of day length to avoid getting caught out.

         The Scottish winter season is typically November through to April and is more severe than in other mountainous areas of the UK. High-level mountain walks are a serious undertaking in winter and should not be attempted without the appropriate knowledge and skills (such as the proper use of axe and crampons). The summit of Ben Nevis in particular can be very hazardous to the inexperienced in winter, with cornices obscuring in-cut gullies. In spring, accumulations of old snow can linger across the area well into May. This snow may impact which routes are passable, so make sure you check the conditions before heading out.
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