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RALPH STORER is an experienced hillwalker who has hiked extensively around the world. Although a Sassenach by birth, he has lived in Scotland since studying psychology at Dundee University and has a great affinity for the Highlands. As well as disappearing into the hills for a regular fix of nature, he also writes novels and non-fiction, and produces darkwave music on his home computer.


His writing is known for its witty take on matters mountainous and his guidebooks have become standard works on the subject.


His books are exceptional… Storer subverts the guidebook genre completely. THE ANGRY CORRIE


THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO THE MUNROS series


... picks up where others – including my own – leave off. CAMERON MCNEISH


Fabulously illustrated… Entertaining as well as informative… One of the definitive guides to the Munros. PRESS & JOURNAL


Irresistibly funny and useful; an innovatively thought-through guidebook that makes an appetising broth of its wit, experience and visual and literary tools. Brilliant. OUTDOOR WRITERS & PHOTOGRAPHERS GUILD


With the winning combination of reliable advice and quirky humour, this is the ideal hillwalking companion. SCOTS MAGAZINE


While most climbing authors appear to have had their funny bones removed, Storer is happy to share numerous irreverent insights into the hills. SCOTTISH FIELD


As fun as it is practical. EDINBURGH EVENING NEWS


BAFFIES’ EASY MUNRO GUIDE series


Packed to bursting with concise information and route descriptions. There should be room for this guide in every couch potato’s rucksack. OUTDOOR WRITERS & PHOTOGRAPHERS GUILD


A truly outstanding guidebook. UNDISCOVERED SCOTLAND


It is perfect for anyone exploring Scotland’s beautiful mountains, whatever his or her level of experience. GUIDEPOST


50 CLASSIC ROUTES ON SCOTTISH MOUNT AINS


The book begs to be picked up and thumbed through. It will stimulate walkers to head for the hills. TIMES EDUCATIONAL SUPPLEMENT


50 BEST ROUTES ON SKYE AND RAASAY


What an excellent book. As comprehensive a guide to walking and scrambling on Skye as you could wish for. HIGH


THE JOY OF HILLWALKING


A treat for all hillwalkers active or chairbound. SCOTS INDEPENDENT


50 SHADES OF HILLWALKING


A fantastic celebration of this addictive pastime. SCOTLAND OUTDOORS


SEE YOU ON THE HILL


If you read one book about hillwalking this year, read this one… a classic in the making. UNDISCOVERED SCOTLAND


THE ULTIMATE MOUNTAIN TRIVIA QUIZ CHALLENGE


A thoroughly fascinating way to kill time – every bothy should be furnished with one. THE SCOTSMAN
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For bothy companions


Hillwalking and mountaineering are not risk-free activities and may prove injurious to users of this book. While every care and effort has been taken in its preparation, readers should note that information contained within may not be accurate and can change following publication. Neither the publisher nor the author accept any liability for injury or damage of any kind arising directly or indirectly from the book’s contents.
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Amid the Grampian mountains wild,


Where silence reigns supreme,


And nought disturbs the solitude,


Except the rushing stream,


There stands a lonely windswept house


Of no pretentious size.


But to the hail-slung mountaineer


It’s perfect paradise.


No architectural beauties


Its crude grey walls adorn,


Yet wide its hospitable door


To high and lowly born.


Though meagre its capacities


Conveniences but few,


Its form is dear to all mankind


Who cross the Lairig Ghru.


Anonymous, 14 July 1939 
Corrour Visitors’ Book Vol 8
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SETTING THE SCENE









THE CAIRNGORMS


THE CAIRNGORMS FORM the largest tract of high country in Britain, with more land over 1200m/4000ft, 900m/3000ft and 600m/2000ft (over 200 square miles of it) than anywhere else. Five of Britain’s six highest mountains are found here – only Ben Nevis is higher. They’re named after the sixth highest – Cairn Gorm – because that’s the one that is most prominent when viewed from Aviemore on the main north-south thoroughfare through Strathspey.


Ironically, the name means Blue Mountains, but in Gaelic they are more properly called Am Monadh Ruadh (Am Monna Roo-a, The Red Mountains), named for the pink colour of their granite. This contrasts with the mica-schists of Am Monadh Liath (Am Monna Lee-a, The Grey Mountains) on the other side of Aviemore across Strathspey.


Geographically, they form a series of great plateaus split by deep, glaciated U-shaped glens, which give hillwalkers and climbers access to the range’s remote recesses. Their height gives the plateaus an arctic-like environment, complete with appropriate flora and fauna whose biodiversity conservationists fight to maintain against increasing human leisure demands.


The scale is monumental. The plateau rims are scalloped by huge secret corries and cliff faces that have wow factor to spare. Add to this the rugged wildness, long lonely glens, hidden lochs and lochans… Walking in such country can become addictive.


The high plateaus are split into three groups by two major north-south glen-systems: the Lairig Ghru and the Lairig an Laoigh. The former is a great corridor that runs for 20 miles between the 4,000ft peaks, linking Speyside (Aviemore) in the north to Deeside (Braemar) in the south. It is the finest mountain pass in Britain.


‘Lairig’ (Lahrik) is the Gaelic name for a mountain pass. ‘Ghru’ is often said to be derived from the Gaelic Ghruamach (Ghroo-amach, Gloomy), but more likely it is an aspirated form of Druidh (Droo-y, Flowing), as the Allt Druidh is the stream on the north side of the pass. Much restoration work has been done on the ancient path at both ends, but the stony wilderness of the upper Lairig remains much as it ever was.




The Larig (Ghru) is one of the most remarkable glens in the district, and the Cairngorms cannot be considered ‘done’ until it has been traversed.


Alex Inkson McConnochie, Ben Muich Dhui and his neighbours, 1885





The pass has a long history. Warring clans used it for incursions into enemy territory. In 1527, the Grants of Rothiemurchus on the north side marched through it to slaughter the Shaws of Deeside on the south side. During the Civil War of the 1640s, the Earl of Montrose marched an army through it, losing a canon to the bog on the way. Until the 1870s, northern drovers herded their cattle through it to the trysts and markets further south, although the Lairig an Laoigh (Loo-y, Pass of the Calves) to the east was more popular as it was less rugged. Every spring the upper stretches of the Lairig Ghru had to be cleared of rocks brought down by winter storms.


It is the at the heart of the Lairig Ghru, on the south side of the summit, at an altitude of 560m/1,800ft, far from any road, that Corrour Bothy is located.









THE SCOTTISH BOTHY


MOUNTAIN HUTS ARE a feature of many of the world’s mountain ranges, but the bothies of the Scottish Highlands are unique. Many mountain huts in the High Alps are well-appointed, purpose-built, fee-paying establishments that offer overnight accommodation half-way up mountains in order to make climbs and summit bids possible. There’s no need for such a hut system for the UK’s lower mountain ranges, although a few private huts run by clubs such as the Scottish Mountaineering Club do exist in useful locations here and there, such as at the foot of the North Face of Ben Nevis. What the Scottish Highlands do have, however, is a patchwork of old buildings that date from a time when the glens were more populated than they are today.


A tumultuous history, punctuated with clan warfare, famines and evictions, saw the Highlands cleared of much of the population in the 18th and 19th centuries, and this left countless buildings empty. Most have now been dismantled or have fallen to ruin. Anyone who has walked in the Highlands will be familiar with the broken walls and foundations that still dot the Highland landscape.


A counter-trend in some areas saw numbers of farm workers increasing in the wake of the agricultural revolution and numbers of estate workers increasing to service the great sporting estates of the 19th century. These workers were housed in what was known as a bothan, the Gaelic word for hut, anglicised to bothy. Some were stand-alone buildings, others were built as an annex to the farmhouse. They were usually of no more than basic construction and in time most of these, too, fell into disuse or ruin.


One worker from the 1850s described his bothy as ‘a hut resembling a pighouse’. Another later recalled ‘24 men crowded in a rusty corn-kiln, open from gable to gable and not above 30 feet in length’. Another remembered telling the time at night by stars seen through the gaps in the roof.


Today, all old buildings that survive in the wild solidly enough to still provide basic shelter are known as bothies. Some walkers now seek them out as others bag Munros, in a pursuit that has become known as bothying. There are also a number of more dilapidated shelters, cobbled together from bits of old building material or formed by caves or large boulders, known as howfs.


Most bothies provide no more than Spartan refuge, often with little furniture in them besides a table and a bench or chair. But they provide shelter and can save lives. Most can only be reached on foot or by mountain bike. Of the few that can be reached by vehicle, approach tracks are closed to the public. If this wasn’t the case, many bothies would by now probably have been subjected to vandalism, which is unfortunately an ongoing problem for public buildings in remote places without a custodian.


In 1965, a group of bothy enthusiasts got together to form the Mountain Bothies Association (MBA, www.mountainbothies.org.uk), a voluntary group that, with landowners’ permission, renovates and maintains bothies to make them habitable. Not all bothies are looked after by the MBA, but more than 100 are, with the vast majority in Scotland, including Corrour.


In addition to Corrour, there are several other bothies dotted around the Cairngorms, such as Ryvoan in the Lairig an Laoigh and Ruigh Aiteachain in Glen Feshie. Until recent times, they were little known outside the outdoor community. With the spread of information via the internet and social media, their locations became more widely known and in 2009 the MBA decided to share the fruits of its work by publishing a list of bothies online. Some still disagree with this move. In 2015, to celebrate its 50th anniversary, the organisation received the Queen’s Award for Voluntary Service.


In living memory there used to be even more bothies and howfs in the Cairngorms. After the Second World War, the military built high-level shelters on the plateaus. More substantial bothies existed in the Lairig Ghru on the flanks of Braeriach (the Sinclair Hut at NH 959037) and in Coire an Lochain on the far side of Braeriach (Jean’s Hut at NH 981034). Following accidents and tragedies in which people died while searching for shelter, and through deterioration, all these had been abandoned or demolished by the early 1990s. Now only lower-level bothies such as Corrour remain in the Cairngorms.









CORROUR BOTHY


CORROUR BOTHY (NN 981958) is the most famous bothy of all and perhaps the oldest still in use. Sited at the foot of the rocky monolith known as The Devil’s Point, at a height of 564m/1,850ft, it occupies a prime position at the heart of some of the wildest country in the Highlands.


The bothy is named for the corrie behind it – Coire Odhar. ‘Odhar’ means dun-coloured or brownish-grey, which describes many a Highland corrie’s appearance. There’s even another Coire Odhar close by, in Gleann Eanaich on the far side of the plateau to the west. There’s another further west that, to the confusion of many visitors, gives its name to a station on the West Highland railway line. ‘Odhar’ is pronounced as in ‘lower’, not ‘hour’, hence Corr-oa-ar, anglicised to Corrour. The ‘dh’ in Gaelic is silent.


In former times, cattle were grazed in Coire Odhar during the summer months and there are remains of shielings (farmers’ huts) in the vicinity of the bothy. As far as we know, the original bothy was built in 1877, during the heyday of the great sporting estates. Its purpose was to house a deer watcher, who would keep an eye on deer movements for the benefit of paying guests during the stalking season. After the last watcher left his lonely outpost in 1920, the bothy was locked and abandoned by the landowner (Mar Lodge Estate), but travellers were soon using it as a shelter or base and in 1928 it acquired its first visitors’ book.


The importance of Corrour’s location was highlighted in 1995 when the estate was purchased by the National Trust for Scotland, with Scottish Natural Heritage as an active partner in estate management. In 2017, it was designated the UK’s largest National Nature Reserve.


As the years passed and Cairngorm storms wreaked havoc, the fabric of the bothy deteriorated, not least because its interior was stripped of wood to feed the fire. In 1950 the building was reconstructed by members of the Cairngorm Club and others and in 1959 a footbridge was built over the Dee to enable access from the Lairig Ghru path without a ford of the river. These improvements, together with the growth of hillwalking as a leisure activity, further increased the bothy’s popularity during the latter decades of the 20th century. The designation of the Cairngorms as a national park in 2003 encouraged even more traffic.


By then the bothy was being maintained, as it still is, by the Mountain Bothies Association and in 2006 members undertook a second reconstruction of the building. Improvements included a wooden floor, panelling, insulation and a small sleeping platform. To eliminate the environmental hazard of accumulating human waste, an extension was added containing a composting toilet.


Corrour Bothy’s single 6x3.6m room is now ‘cosy’ and often busy, which makes it even more cosy. Even if you intend to stay the night, it is wise to take a tent in case the place is crowded. In the surviving visitors’ books, the largest number to have stayed the night is 20 in July 1956. The volume of traffic can be gauged from the fact that, in 2018, the toilet extension had to be rebuilt with more seats. Many now prefer the privacy of wild camping nearby, in the sure knowledge that the bothy will provide its customary sanctuary in case of emergency.









BOTHY PROTOCOLS


THE MBA BOTHY CODE with respect to Corrour:


Respect the bothy




• Don’t leave graffiti or vandalise the bothy in any way.


• Pack out all rubbish. Don’t leave it or bury it. It’s ok to leave unopened tins behind for others but don’t leave perishable food. It attracts vermin.


• Make sure the door and all windows are properly closed, otherwise deer and other wild animals can find their way in.


• If you build a fire, make sure it’s completely extinguished before you leave.


• Leave the bothy as you would wish to find it: clean and tidy.





Respect other users




• …even if you wish they weren’t there.


• Avoid anti-social behaviour.


• Leave dry kindling and fuel for others if you have any spare.


• Remember that the bothy is the only shelter for miles around, so there is ALWAYS room for one more.





Respect the surroundings




• Don’t pollute the bothy and its surroundings with rubbish and human waste. Observe instructions for use of the toilet.


• There are no trees and no fuel in the surrounding area. If you intend to build a fire, carry in your own supply of fuel. Do not attempt to dig up bogwood.


• Don’t wash, wash up or brush teeth in the River Dee. If you do use river water for ablutions, empty waste water downriver of the bothy well away from the bank.


• Water can be obtained from a small stream 50m north of the bothy. It is rare to contract an infection from drinking Highland stream water, but for extra reassurance in the vicinity of human accommodation you may wish to boil or filter it before drinking.





Respect agreement with the estate




• Use the bothy as temporary accommodation for short stays only.


• If the bothy is vandalised or misused it may be closed to the public, as others have been.





Respect the restriction on numbers




• The MBA stipulates that no single party should have more than six members without permission from the landowner. Large groups preclude use by others and cause environmental problems.


• Commercial groups are not permitted.





Finally




• Do make a coruscatingly brilliant entry in the visitors’ book for future generations to enjoy.












WALKING TO CORROUR


AS CORROUR LIES at the heart of the Lairig Ghru, it can be reached from either end of the pass. From the north (OS Land-ranger map 36), the easiest of several roadside starting points is Whitewell, at the end of a minor road 3 miles south-east of Aviemore (Route 1a). From here, the walk to Corrour is 11 miles long and crosses the 835m/2,740ft summit of the pass – an ascent of 550m/1,800ft on the way in and 285m/935ft on the way out. A shorter but more awkward approach begins at the Sugarbowl car park on the road to Coire Cas ski slopes (Route 1b).


From the south (OS Landranger map 43), the nearest roadside starting point is Linn of Dee, 7 miles west of Braemar (Route 2a). From here, the walk to Corrour via Derry Lodge is 8 miles long, with only 230m/750ft of ascent on the way in and 60m/200ft on the way out, making it by far the most popular approach. Not only is it shorter and requires less ascent in both directions, but also tracks and paths are better surfaced and the route is arguably the more scenic of the two. As with the northern approach, there’s a shorter but more awkward variation via White Bridge (Route 2b).


Route 1a: the northern (Aviemore) approach from Whitewell (NH 915287)


From Whitewell a path leads 200m down to a wider cycle track that runs for 80m to a crossroads. The track to the Lairig Ghru turns left here, running deep into Rothiemurchus Forest to cross a river (footbridge) and reach a junction 2 miles from Whitewell. The Lairig Ghru path goes right here. In its lower reaches, much of it has been upgraded, but there are still some rough sections higher up.


Once out of the trees the path enters the narrow, deep-cut glen of the Allt Druidh between the massive slopes of Braeriach and the Cairn Gorm-Ben Macdui plateau. The stream disappears underground and the ascent steepens onto the extensive summit boulderfield of the pass at a height of 833m/2733ft, where the four Pools of Dee lie in hollows among the boulders.


The path undulates and twists around the pools before descending the U-shaped trench of Glen Dee amid increasingly imposing surroundings. After passing the gaping entrance to An Garbh Choire, the angle eases and, with the twin conical sentinels of Carn a’ Mhaim and The Devil’s Point facing each other across the Dee to draw you on, it’s now not much further to Corrour.


Route 1b: the northern (Aviemore) approach from the Sugarbowl (NH 985075)


You can save 1½ miles each way on the northern approach by beginning at the Sugarbowl car park on the road to Coire Cas ski slopes, but it’s a much more awkward approach. It involves clambering through the giant boulder-jam that fills the Chalamain Gap to join the Lairig Ghru path at the foot of Braeriach.


Walkers are lured by the Sugarbowl’s high starting point (150m/500ft higher than Whitewell) but, as well as a slow clamber through the gap, you’ll lose 100m/330ft of height on the descent to the Lairig. The route is popular for ascents of Braeriach with a light day sack, but if walking to Corrour with a larger pack many will find the Whitewell approach less aggravating. Whether you find the clamber through the Chalamain Gap fun or awkward is a question of preference, but few relish the climb back up to it from the Lairig on the return trip.


Route 2a: the southern (Braemar) approach from Linn of Dee (NO 064898) via Derry Lodge


From Linn of Dee car park (toilets; small parking fee), a path joins a Land Rover track that runs 3 miles up tranquil Glen Lui to Derry Lodge. Just beyond the lodge, a footbridge across the Derry Burn gives access to a path that continues west along Glen Luibeg. The path crosses grassy riverside flats and cuts a scenic swathe through pinewoods to the Luibeg Burn, just before which it forks. The left branch crosses the stream on stepping stones. The right branch detours to a bridge 400m upstream.




Situated amid fine stands of old Scots pines, the grand edifice of Derry Lodge was originally an 18th-century single-story building used for recreational hunting and fishing. It was enlarged several times in the 19th century and in its heyday played host to many important guests. Queen Victoria is said to have dropped in for a cup of tea following her ascent of Ben Macdui in 1859 and King Edward VII came for the shooting in 1905. During the Second World War it was a military training base for mountain warfare and after that it was leased by the Cairngorm Club, which allowed vehicle access from Linn of Dee for two shillings and sixpence (12½p). Since the club gave up the lease in 1967, the building has been damaged by vandalism and fire. The National Trust for Scotland maintains a waterproof exterior shell while discussions about its future continue (see Page 88).





On the far side the path climbs 230m/750ft around the flanks of Carn a’ Mhaim, passing a right branch to the summit of the Munro. It then becomes more bouldery and often wetter on a 60m/200ft descent to the River Dee, but the scenery improves dramatically as the striking peak of The Devil’s Point looms into view.


On approach to the river, the path forks. The right branch continues through the Lairig Ghru to Aviemore. The left branch crosses the river by footbridge to reach the bothy.


Route 2b: the southern (Braemar) approach from Linn of Dee (NO 064898) via White Bridge


A second route to Corrour from Linn of Dee follows the River Dee all the way. It goes west along a Land Rover track for 3 miles to White Bridge then follows a path along the river’s east (right-hand) bank to join the Derry Lodge route 120m before the junction at which the Corrour path branches left to the footbridge.


Compared to the Derry Lodge route, the White Bridge route adds around an extra mile to the trip and can be boggy beyond the bridge, but it does reduce the ascent by 60m/200ft both on the way in and the way out. It is also arguably more scenic, with The Devil’s Point as constant backdrop and, at the Chest of Dee especially, some fine waterfalls and pools on the river. Many visit Corrour by combining the two routes, using one for the walk-in and the other for the walk-out.


Note also that, beyond White Bridge, a much better path (a rewilded former vehicle track) runs along the west (left-hand) bank of the Dee for 3½ miles to end near a lochan at NN 987918. This gives much easier walking than the east-bank path but, after it ends, there’s still 2½ miles to go to Corrour across boggy ground at the mouth of Glen Geusachan, including a ford of the considerable Geusachan Burn. The only way to avoid this section is to ford the Dee to pick up the east-bank path, but the Dee can be deceptively deep and fast-flowing. Any attempt to ford it is inadvisable except at low water and by experienced walkers.


Notes for Mountain Bikers


Reaching Corrour can be made easier by using a mountain bike part-way. On the northern approach, the initial track to the Lairig Ghru junction in the forest gives an enjoyable and virtually level ride (2 miles). Although the pass has a long history of ‘cycling’, any attempt to continue further will require large amounts of pushing owing to gradient and terrain, including tree roots, rocks and scree.


The southern approach can be cycled easily to Derry Lodge (3 miles), even if the undulating track requires effort in places. More technically, with cross drains across the path, you can ride as far as the Luibeg Burn (4½ miles).


The alternative White Bridge route can be cycled easily to White Bridge (3 miles). The excellent path on the west-bank path of the Dee can also be cycled for a further 3½ miles and would be easy were it not for the profusion of cross-drains. At its end, however, as noted above, you’re then faced with a ford of the Dee or a boggy 2½-mile walk that includes a crossing of the Geusachan Burn.


Foul Weather Considerations


After rain, sections of the Lairig Ghru path act as channels for water from the mountainsides above. On the northern approach, this is especially true on the descent from the summit of the pass into Glen Dee. The stony path at the summit of the pass itself can be hard to follow in cloud, especially if under snow. Of course, no one should attempt to get to Corrour under snow without winter experience. On the southern approach via Derry Lodge, the path channels water on the descent from the shoulder of Carn a’ Mhaim into Glen Dee.


In low cloud or darkness, note that the bridge over the Dee to Corrour lies 300m south-east of the bothy, and the cairned junction of the path to it from the Lairig Ghru path lies a further 200m south-east of the bridge (NN 985955).


The White Bridge route is best avoided in wet conditions. Beyond the bridge, whether you take the east-side or west-side route beside the Dee, you’ll eventually be faced with very boggy ground and a difficult crossing of either the Dee or the Geusachan Burn.


Other Options




The Shelter Stone (Clach Dhion in Gaelic), once measured to be 44x21x22ft high, is the largest of many massive boulders lying at the foot of the crag named after it at the head of Loch Avon. Although the space beneath it isn’t high enough to stand up in, it can sleep five or six easily. Once a howf for thieves, it was here, on the night of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, that the Cairngorm Club was founded in 1887.





There are many more adventurous ways of reaching Corrour, as recorded in the visitors’ books. Before private car ownership, a popular one- to two-day approach was from Blair Atholl station via Glen Tilt or Glen Fealar to White Bridge. Others come from Glen Feshie to the west over the Moine Mor and down Glen Geusachan. Others come from Gleann Eanaich over the Western Cairngorms Plateau. Others arrive at Corrour unsure which way they’ve come.


Another adventurous approach is over the Central Cairngorms Plateau from the Shelter Stone in the Loch Avon basin. This approach is not recommended to inexperienced walkers as it ends with a very steep and rough descent into the Lairig Ghru. The easiest way down is via the Ben Macdui–Carn a’ Mhaim bealach, reached by descending the awkward boulderfield of Macdui’s south-west spur. From here, if you can find it, a rough path descends to the Lairig. It’s also possible to descend from Macdui to the Lairig Ghru more directly via the March Burn or the Tailors’ Burn (Allt Clach nan Taillear), but these routes are even steeper and tougher and require more care.









WALKING FROM CORROUR


THE FOLLOWING IS intended to give no more than an overview of the walking possibilities available at Corrour and is not meant to be a definitive guide. For full details of these routes and others, including more exciting scrambles, see the author’s The Ultimate Guide to the Munros Volume 5: Cairngorms North.


Lairig Ghru west side


The rocky arrowhead peak of The Devil’s Point (1,004m/3,294ft), the most striking mountain in the Cairngorms, looms over Corrour and is an obvious objective. Although it looks impossible to climb from most angles, there is in fact an easy way up via the corrie that gives Corrour its name. From the bothy a renovated path climbs to a hidden saddle on the mountain’s north-west side, and from here it’s only a short walk to the summit.


The Devil’s Point lies at the south end of the Western Cairngorms Plateau, which stretches northwards along the west side of the Lairig across Cairn Toul (1,291m/4,236ft) and Sgor an Lochain Uaine (1,258m/4,127ft, sometimes jokingly called Angel’s Peak) to Braeriach (1,296m/4,252ft). A round trip across the plateau, crossing the four Munros, is a classic day walk from Corrour. It’s best done by climbing Braeriach first and leaving the Coire Odhar path for an easy descent at the end of the day. Walkers will have to cross the summit of the Lairig Ghru to pick up the Braeriach ascent path at the foot of Chalamain Gap, but scramblers can take a short cut up its south-east ridge on the rim of Coire Bhrochain.


Lairig Ghru east side


Carn a’ Mhaim (1,037m/3,403ft) faces The Devil’s Point across the Lairig and makes an equally attractive objective. The normal ascent path climbs the southern slopes, beginning just above the Luibeg Burn and passed on the walk-in to Corrour from Linn of Dee via Derry Lodge. The ascent from Corrour via the mountain’s north ridge is more interesting. The ridge is unique in the Cairngorms for its narrowness, but it’s completely without difficulty, with only one brief rocky section that doesn’t even require a scramble. From the Lairig Ghru a rough side path climbs to the bealach at its foot, between Carn a’ Mhaim and Ben Macdhui.


Carn a’ Mhaim lies at the south end of the Central Cairngorms Plateau, which extends northwards along the east side of the Lairig over Ben Macdui to Cairn Gorm. Unfortunately, it’s less amenable to day hikes from Corrour than its equivalent on the west side of the Lairig. Cairn Gorm is distant while the western slopes of Macdui that drop to the Lairig are massive and steep.


The only easy breach in the slopes is the bealach just mentioned. Ben Macdui’s summit lies directly above it, but the ascent from there involves negotiating over 500m of steep, penitential boulderfield on the south-west spur. There’s nothing technically difficult about the ascent, but a tendency to masochism is of great benefit to its enjoyment. The easiest way down is to reverse the route. There are other ways down, via the Tailors’ Burn and March Burn, but they’re even steeper and could lead to difficulty.


Other day walks


On the west side of the River Dee south of Corrour, two more remote Munros are accessible from the west-bank path above White Bridge: Beinn Bhrotain (1,157m/3,796ft) and Monadh Mor (1,113m/3,652ft). They’re an awkward pair to reach from any starting point, but a round from Corrour that returns via the gaping trench of Glen Geusachan gives an adventurous walk on the wild side.


Above Derry Lodge, Derry Cairngorm (1,155m/3,790ft) is a lone Munro that is normally tackled as a day walk from Linn of Dee. But it could also be climbed en route to or from Corrour.


On the east side of the Dee, between the White Bridge route and the Derry Lodge route, is a great tract of little-explored country whose highpoint is the Corbett of Sgor Mor (Big Peak, 813m/2,667ft). Approached by its SSE ridge from Glen Dee, its ascent gives a walk that finishes up smooth granite blocks and slabs to grandstand views of The Devil’s Point and the Lairig.


Shorter Walks




The Tailors’ Stone’s name derives from a legend of three tailors. One Hogmanay, they had drunkenly boasted that on a single winter’s day they could dance a reel in Abernethy and Rothiemurchus to the north as well as in Mar to the south. Alas, they fell foul of a Lairig blizzard and perished while seeking shelter at their eponymous stone.





For shorter days, instead of climbing the mountains around the bothy, it’s worth taking time out to explore the Lairig and its massive corries. Wander up Coire Odhar to see the attractive water-slide at its back. Explore the mouth of Glen Geusachan (Gyoosachan, Little Pine Wood), one of the greatest trenches in the Highlands. Visit the Tailors’ Stone, the largest and flattest of a group of rocks on the right of the Lairig Ghru path a short distance to the north.


Beyond here, you can continue northwards to visit the Pools of Dee at the summit of the Lairig. The four beautifully clear pools, two large and two small, lie in hollows among the boulders. They are connected underground and water can just be detected seeping in and out of their ends. They are said never to freeze over, which is difficult to believe given the volume of snow that is often dumped here each winter. The old name for the pools was Lochan Dubh na Lairige (Black Lochans of the Pass) and it is a shame that this more vivid and evocative name has been superseded.


For the best rock scenery, follow the Dee west into massive Garbh Coire (in Gaelic An Garbh Choire, Garrav Chorra, The Rough Corrie), marvel at the surrounding rock architecture, visit the small restored refuge at NN 959986 and perhaps continue up past Braeriach’s Coire Bhrochain (Vrochin, Porridge) to the two high inner corries beneath the headwall. To the right is Garbh Choire Dhaidh (a map error for Dhé, Yay, meaning Dee). To the left is Garbh Choire Mor (Moar, Big) with its semi-permanent snowbeds (see Page 162).


Or… on a fine summer’s day there’s much to be said for simply lounging outside the bothy, soaking up the atmosphere of the Lairig and planning future adventures.









The Visitors’ Books
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The Rucksack Club of Queen’s College, Dundee (now Dundee University), maintained visitors’ books at Corrour Bothy from 1928 to the 1960s. Surviving books are housed in Dundee University Archives. In the late 1960s, the newly formed MBA took Corrour under its wing and since then provision of visitors’ books has become erratic. Volumes have been left there by Nature Conservancy wardens, MBA maintenance officers and other individuals. Most of these are currently unaccounted for and may be held by a number of people or stored and forgotten about by one organisation or another. During research for this book, seven were found in storage at Scottish Natural Heritage in Aberdeen, two in the Scottish Mountaineering Club archives at the National Library of Scotland and one in individual hands. With the support of SNH, all but the SMC couple have now been moved to Dundee.


The Rucksack Club initially gave each book a volume number, but this became untenable as the years passed and was abandoned in 1958. Whether missing books have gone astray or simply never existed at all is an open question.


As well as large gaps in the historical record, there are smaller time gaps between consecutive visitors’ books, often due to full ones not being replaced quickly enough. In the early volumes, there is sometimes an appeal on the first or last page to remove the book from the bothy and send it back to the Rucksack Club for replacement, but this is obviously (if necessarily) an inefficient procedure. Even if the full book reached Dundee, it would then take time to place a new one in situ, hence the gap in the timeline, for instance, from June 1954 to March 1955. The problem is highlighted by a minute of a club meeting of 1949: ‘The visitors’ book at Corrour Bothy having been full for some months (as far as known), it was decided that it should be replaced (by persons unspecified).’


For a variety of reasons, there may also be time gaps within a volume. Examples include pages torn out for kindling, nibbling by mice and general dilapidation. A Rucksack Club meeting of 1937 expressed concerns that Volume 6 ‘was disintegrating as a result of rough handling or damp quarters’. What remains of Volume 8 consists of no more than a few scraps of paper.


The problem of maintaining a visitors’ book is not unique to Corrour. The growth of hillwalking as a leisure activity has seen a corresponding increase in the number of bothy visitors and, as a result, visitors’ books fill increasingly rapidly. It is difficult for a voluntary charity such as the MBA to maintain them and archive them for every bothy within their remit. Apart from a few held in the MBA archive in the AK Bell Library in Perth (none for Corrour), the organisation currently does not consider visitors’ books worth the considerable storage required to keep them. I hope this book shows this is a mistake, for Corrour at least.


Given the relative paucity of recent volumes, this book necessarily concentrates on the older volumes and the early years of Corrour’s life as a bothy, but it is these that are in any case the most interesting to a modern audience. To fill gaps in the timeline and bring the story up to date, I have used other sources such as the Cairngorm Club Journal, the Scottish Mountaineering Club Journal, Rucksack Club meets books and press cuttings.


The first visitors’ book was left in the bothy on June 27, 1928. The first page requests that all telegrams be sent to ‘Comfort – Cairngorms’ and notes that ‘there’s an excellent bar 9½ miles away’. This is Mar Lodge, now private but then open to the public. The Rucksack Club was still fond of the place during my time as a member in the 1960s. The bar was noted for its melt-in-the-mouth venison burgers and central log fire, both of which, when accompanied by the local ale, contributed to fondly remembered recuperative evenings after long days on the hill.


On the first page of the second visitors’ book in 1929, concern is already being expressed about the condition of the bothy, with visitors being urged to keep it clean. It was to be a perennial problem.


In the 1920s and 1930s, the bothy was the hangout of hardy, mainly working-class, outdoorsmen, who would find their way to the Cairngorms by whatever means they could, including hitch-hiking. They would make long approach walks from all points of the compass, perhaps from Blair Atholl or Ballater, which could be reached by train.


They had to ford the Dee, which had no bridge. They had no Gore-Tex and often no sleeping bag. Instead, they slept on beds of heather in blankets or multiple layers of clothing. When even a cave was judged sufficient shelter, Corrour could seem luxurious by comparison. They found here free accommodation and a profusion of unclimbed routes that modern-day climbers can only envy.


They were mostly men. The Rucksack Club even had separate men’s and women’s sections. The former would hold meetings in the ‘men’s writing room’, the latter in the ‘women’s swot room’. Minutes from a joint 1936 meeting tell of a ‘long and lively discussion… wherein the merits and disadvantages of a mixed meet were carefully examined’. Although the men often frequented Corrour Bothy and left records of their visits, the women generally preferred to stay in lodging in Inverey or camp at Derry Lodge.


A graph of monthly visitor numbers at Corrour would show the expected annual bell-shaped curve, with many more visitors in the summer months than the winter months. Even in the early days, perhaps surprisingly, there were relatively few empty nights in summer. From November to February, except for Christmas and New Year, you were more likely to have the bothy to yourself.


This annual pattern has remained true throughout the bothy’s history, although visitor numbers have greatly increased over the years. Today, especially in summer, you are even less likely to have the bothy to yourself. The MBA requests that parties contain no more than six members, but many travellers now choose to take a tent in case of overcrowding.


The 1940s see entries from soldiers going to war or seeking a few days’ peace on leave in the Cairngorms. The lack of visitors’ books for the years 1943–8 is unfortunate as it would cover the end of the Second World War and the return of soldiers to the range.


The 1950s welcomed a new breed of climbers and also an increasing number of young people from schools, from boys clubs (Boys Brigade, Scouts etc), from university climbing clubs, from Glenmore Lodge Outdoor Centre (opened in 1947) and on the Duke of Edinburgh (DOE) Awards scheme (founded in 1956). Among these were growing numbers of female visitors. In the surviving visitors’ books, 1958 saw the first large group of girls arrive, when a party of nine girls and two instructors from Glenmore Lodge stayed overnight.
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