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For Archer









Altogether elsewhere, vast


Herds of reindeer move across


Miles and miles of golden moss,


Silently and very fast.


W.H. Auden,


from ‘The Fall of Rome’
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INTRODUCTION


Outlands 









The place that is sometimes called ‘England’s only desert’ can be reached by a miniature railway line that runs to a nuclear power station on one of the largest expanses of shingle beach in Europe. Across the pebbled coastal plain a tiny, gleaming steam engine chugs bravely and ridiculously past weather-beaten huts and abandoned fishing boats, to deposit its passengers near the foot of a black lighthouse. The power station hums inland, too brutally large to understand. Ahead, the shingle foreshore lilts towards the sea. Sections of boardwalk lead visitors out across the stones, past rusted bits of winching gear and outcrops of sea kale; in summer, the pebblescape is red with poppies. Stepping off the wooden boards, stones crunch with every step. The shingle is composed of flint. If you bring your boots down hard, your footsteps might strike sparks.


The English desert of Dungeness draws a million people a year, pilgrims to its weirdness. Why go to the Sahara when you can visit Kent? The headland noses out from the south-east coast towards Boulogne-sur-Mer, thirty miles across the sea. It is out on a limb, on its way to nowhere. 


We did not arrive by train, my partner Caroline and I, but by cycling eastwards along the sand-duned coast from Rye, inland through the town of Lydd, and then back towards the sea. Despite the cloudless, glaring sky, what felt like a gale-force wind tore against us all the way, dragging the breath from our lungs if we faced directly into it, so that we progressed like drunks, teetering and gasping. At times the wind was so intense that it almost forced us to retreat, or into the shelter of barriers raised against the sea, but soon there was no shelter left. Ahead lay only pebbles. The emptiness seemed immense and we became extremely small. Distances were hard to gauge, proportions misaligned. 


We stayed for a week in Dungeness in one of the iconic huts – it belonged to the family of a friend – and spent our days walking the foreshore and our evenings watching the sun collapse in a wobbling orange ball, like a shot-down UFO. The sky was not the English sky but the sky of a greater continent, with a clearer quality of light. Our discoveries got stranger. Astonishingly for what looks, at first glance, like a desolate place, this headland provides a habitat for a third of Britain’s plant species, many of them rare; the ceaseless sifting of the sea sorts the pebbles into troughs and ridges that trap rainwater, creating small pockets of life. Sculptures of driftwood and scrap metal protrude along the shore, the creations of artists drawn here by the legacy of Derek Jarman, the avant-garde film director who coaxed a garden from the stones. And in one strange spot offshore, hidden pipes discharge hot water from the nuclear power station (actually two nuclear power stations, Dungeness A and Dungeness B) into patches dubbed ‘the boils’, where the warmer temperature attracts tiny sea creatures which, in turn, attract shoals of fish and wheeling seagulls. The waste water is – apparently – clean, but it is hard to overcome suspicions of mutant energies. A common description of this coast is ‘post-apocalyptic’. 


One evening at sunset, with crimson light pouring over a scene of wind-whipped marram grass and the skeletons of boats, I experienced a moment of dislocation; suddenly I was not in England but in a North American wasteland, some time in an imagined future that felt dreamily familiar, surrounded by the flotsam and jetsam of a collapsed culture. The light; the rusted metal cables; the plants like deformed cabbages; the presence of the power stations with their mysterious blinking lights; the landscape’s sheer outlandishness: it was briefly enough to jolt me free from time and place. ‘Outlandish’ comes from the Old English ūtland, which means ‘foreign country’, and that was this desert’s uncanny effect. It made my country foreign.


Dungeness – disappointingly – is not actually a desert. In less taxonomic times the word was more cultural than geographical, meaning simply a place that was deserted (from the Latin desertum) but scientific classification has now fixed the term in place and there are climatological parameters that this headland does not fit. To qualify as a true desert an area must receive less than 250 millimetres of precipitation a year. Dungeness gets more than that – the sea kale, sea holly, orchids, vetch, broom, sorrel, sage, bugloss, poppies and six hundred other species of plant are proof – too much rain falls even here, in one of Britain’s driest places. In 2015 the Met Office, in response to a newspaper claim, officially refuted the myth of the shingle’s desert status.


Nevertheless, for a moment there, I found myself transported.


This book is about places like that. Places that transport. Portals.


After our week in Dungeness, the experience stayed with me. It had been like falling into the clear light of another world, a place that was ‘altogether elsewhere’, like the line in that Auden poem that had always tugged at me. But it was not elsewhere, not far away at all. What was it about the thought of a desert – even a not-really-desert – nestled in the south-east corner of England that was so exhilarating? England should not possess a desert, or anything remotely resembling one; the very hint of such a thing felt dangerous and subversive. Deserts surely belong in places that are remote and far away from this green and pleasant land, or from this over-civilised time. There should be no place for them here. And yet here one (almost) is.


Following on from that Kentish desert was a West Country rainforest; another place that tipped me unexpectedly into elsewhere. On a cold February day I went in search of Wistman’s Wood, a sliver of ancient oak woodland on Dartmoor, and discovered a dwarf jungle of contorted green limbs clustered with mosses, lichens, ferns and other epiphytes – plants that grow on other plants, a common indicator of rainforests – which felt like stepping into a primordial otherworld. Patches of temperate rainforest can also be found in riverine valleys in the north-west of Wales, on the Atlantic coasts of Scotland and Ireland, and in Cornwall and Cumbria (sometimes they are romantically called ‘Celtic rainforests’), part of a coastal temperate rainforest biome that reaches east to Japan and west to the Pacific seaboard of North America. As with deserts, rainforests seem to belong to somewhere far away, but their existence should hardly be surprising in a place where it rains all the time. ‘Learning that Britain is a rainforest nation astounds us only because we have so little left’, writes the journalist George Monbiot; once, the dripping canopy covered the most part of these islands.


Casting around for the feeling these moments most reminded me of – the Dungeness desert and the Devon jungle – what came to my mind was snow, the meagrest sprinkling of which has the ability to transform the everyday into the extraordinary: a lawn into a frosted steppe, a suburban park into a taiga.


At the beginning of 2019 I yearned for more of that feeling. 


The year before, devastating fires had swept across the world, burning millions of square miles in places where they hadn’t burned before, or never on such a scale, from the Mediterranean to the Arctic Circle. (I couldn’t have imagined it then, but the Amazon was to go up in flames a year later.) In the Arctic and the Antarctic, as well as across the world’s mountain ranges, glaciers and ice caps were melting at an unprecedented rate. Climate breakdown – which, until then, had felt like a distant future emergency, alarming in an intellectual but not a tangible way – was suddenly made real to me in a way it hadn’t been before. The perfect archetypal landscapes I had believed in as a child – the mountains capped with snow and ice; the dense dark forests stretching away, impenetrable and vast; the endless plains of yellow grass and golden moss seething in the wind – were not immutable features of the world, somehow immune from change. Glaciers were melting into slush and rainforests desiccating into savanna; from continent to continent, distances were becoming less vast and empty horizons were being filled in with the clutter of the Anthropocene. As I stumbled upon these English outlands, the greater outlands of the world were vanishing or being changed beyond all recognition.


As a travel writer increasingly aware of the damage that travel can do – mainly, of course, the chemical violence done to the stratosphere by flying – I was looking for transformative journeys that lay closer to home. My previous books had been about walking and Europe, and in both of them I had experienced states of outlandishness. Often those states had not occurred in remote wildernesses but in close proximity to towns, roads and agriculture, and this proximity somehow increased, rather than diminished, their magic. It seemed a version of the Celtic conception of the otherworld, which exists alongside our own, and can be accessed in certain locations, or in certain frames of mind. As the Welsh mystic Arthur Machen wrote of early twentieth-century London: ‘He who cannot find wonder, mystery, awe, the sense of a new world and an undiscovered realm in the places by the Gray’s Inn Road will never find those secrets elsewhere, not in the heart of Africa, not in the fabled hidden cities of Tibet.’ 


While I wanted to venture a little further abroad than the Gray’s Inn Road, the idea that wonder, mystery, awe, new worlds and undiscovered realms might lie a train ride away, rather than on a carbon-intensive flight to the far side of the globe, opened up possibilities for a different type of travel. What other unlikely landscapes might be lurking out there, ready to snatch the unwary traveller into the outlandish?


Europe is sometimes referred to as the world’s only desert-free continent (there are frozen deserts at the poles) but a bit of research revealed examples of other desert-like places where you would least expect to find them. In the south of Romania – in my mind so richly green – desertification catalysed by communist-era deforestation has created an area popularly known as the Oltenian Sahara, which grows larger every year. Serbia has its Deliblatska, a region of sandy hills that once formed the bed of a sea; before tree-planting programmes in the nineteenth century, sand was reported being blown as far west as Vienna. And in the heart of Poland lies the anomaly of Błędów, another semi-desert that owes its existence to human greed. Centuries of deforestation caused the topsoil to erode and exposed a bed of ancient sand (though local legend blames the devil, who dumped the sand in order to bury a nearby silver mine). During the Second World War, Germany’s Afrika Korps trained there. Poland became a practice ground for deployment in the Sahara.


Again, none of these are deserts in the strict scientific sense – mainland Europe has only one true desert, which I explore in this book – but learning of the existence of these geological oddities expanded the imaginative horizons of the continent; suddenly it felt larger, somehow older and infinitely more unknown. Following this outlandish thread, I discovered that there are fjords in Ireland (three of them, all in the west); bizarrely eroded ‘badlands’ in the south of France and Italy, respectively known as calanques and calanchi; and western Europe’s only steppe is stranded in Provence. The thing that drew together such wildly different topographies was the fact that each of them seemed to belong to another part of the world, or even to another historical or geological era. Fjords should be Scandinavian (or, at a pinch, Chilean); badlands are associated with the North American frontier; steppes are properly situated in the grassland tracts of Mongolia, Central Asia and southern Russia. All of them are exclaves, which is normally a geopolitical term describing a region that belongs to another country but is not connected to it by land, and finds itself alone, surrounded by alien territory. 


I began to think of Europe’s outlands – these portals to elsewhere – as exclaves not only of place, but of deep time.


Of all the outlandish places I learned about, four in particular called to me, and became the four chapters of this book: a patch of arctic tundra in Scotland; the continent’s largest surviving remnant of primeval forest in Poland and Belarus; Europe’s only true desert in Spain; the grassland steppes of Hungary. As well as their surface connotations of geology and ecology, all of them had deep, and often surprising, cultural links with faraway regions of the world – the Arctic, the Siberian tundra, the badlands of North America, the Sahara, the steppes of Central Asia – and the act of stepping into them, and the alchemy of walking, were a means of being transported without setting foot outside this small, supposedly tame continent (which, especially to a walker, is neither small nor tame). These journeys through snowstorms and burning sun, mountains and deserts, forests and plains, were also walks through time. They did not only lead me backward into pre-human history, glacial landscapes and great migrations – by way of Paleolithic cave art, reindeer nomads, desert wanderers, shamans, Slavic forest gods, ibex, European bison, Wild West fantasists, eco-activists, horseback archers, Big Grey Men and other unlikely spirits of place – but forward, into a future whose map we are only just starting to glimpse. 


Perhaps the result is not a nature book, or even a travel book, so much as a book of fantasy: four small pilgrimages into the imagination.
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In fading light we walked to where the stony plain met the waves, past hunched fishermen and the cannibalised wrecks of boats. The lighthouse beam probed the sky with the power of a hundred thousand candles. As night came on, the almost-desert merged with the greying sea.


We found ourselves in an open space that expanded on and on, populated by the blinking lights of trawlers floating off the coast and the right-angled monoliths of Dungeness A and Dungeness B shimmering inland. Beneath our boots the shingle shifted like a bed of atoms. Thousands of years stretched between the flints whose striking once sparked fire and the nuclear power station whose waste will last for centuries more, a monument both to eternity and to extreme fragility. For a moment in the dark we stood between the past and the future; between what lay beneath our feet and what looms on the horizon.









SCOTLAND’S ARCTIC
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Once all of this was ice. A solid river. It ran south for hundreds of miles, deep into what was not yet England, west across a buried sea to what would one day be Ireland. But mostly it ran north and east, a sloping frozen shoulder enveloping the granite bones of mountain ranges, an ice-limb that connected this rock to the vast Eurasian continent. You could walk it for a thousand miles and still not see its end.


It was not flat but deep, in places three miles thick. It was not pure but cluttered with boulders and the rubble of rocks, holding them above the earth as if suspended in time. It was not still but constantly moving, flowing under the weight of itself, faster on top and slower below, sliding and scouring at a rate of inches every year. The ice at its surface was years old. The ice at its base, millions.


Centuries – millennia – of snowfall augmented its mass with compacted layers fused as hard as stone. Its sides heaved mountain walls apart, and rocks embedded in its base raked the earth like teeth, leaving jagged scars. In these lands it deposited lochs; further north, fjords. As the world took shape beyond its foot, the landmasses feeling out their forms, its icy bulk advanced and retreated, advanced and retreated, advanced and retreated, like the outflows and inflows of a frozen breath. When it breathed out, life shrank back. 


When it breathed in, humans came.


To the earliest Paleolithic hunter-gatherers venturing north, that great machine of ice must have seemed the limit of everything. But the ice withdrew its reach and the earth rebounded back. Migrating human populations followed migrating animal herds in the wake of migrating glaciers, discovering new lands beneath, like people cautiously setting forth on a recently drained seabed. But as one door opened up, another door was closed.


The North Sea, long since solid, became a sea once again. The ice-shelves split, broke into bergs, and the waters rose. Britain was re-islanded, severed from the continent to which it had been joined by ice, orphaned from the north.


One patch of the frozen past was left, an island upon an island.


Somewhere, in the depths of time, a figure emerges from the gloom. The Cailleach, the divine hag, milking her herd of deer. She is known as the Queen of Winter, bringer of ice and snow, with teeth as slow as glaciers, who gnawed at the mountainsides to make the waters flow.
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Aviemore does not live up to the poetry of its name. Knowing nothing about the place, I imagined something wistful, wild. Instead, a blare of electric light splashed across wet tarmac. Through beating wipers I look out at a row of discount retail outlets dedicated to mountainwear and commercialised outdoorsiness. I expected to see snow but there is mild, persistent rain.


I have come to Scotland looking for the Arctic.


Dougie Strang, my friend and guide, eases the car into the kerb and we get out and stretch our legs. We have driven two hundred miles north from his home near Lockerbie. We will walk into the mountains tonight but first we need to fuel ourselves, so I follow him through drizzling mist to the Old Bridge Inn.


The pub is richly carpeted with improbably large dogs, six or seven ungainly breeds splayed across the floor. In this warm canine menagerie we find ourselves a corner. We order food and beer and Dougie spreads out a map.


The Cairngorms mountain range unfolds across the table.


It is wrinkled, whorled and strange to me, a language I do not know how to speak. Its coires and choires, lairigs and beinns, allts and gleanns, lochans and carns: the Gaelic is as alien as Hungarian or Polish. But Dougie knows the territory, linguistically and physically. Linguistically from a long-standing interest in Gaelic language and myth, and physically from childhood expeditions with the Boys’ Brigade – he hated the marching and the uniforms, but fell in love with hill-walking – and a subsequent forty-year entanglement with these mountains. He is slight, with reddish stubble and kind, lucent, fox-like eyes. He is tracing possible routes for the next few days.


‘We can walk together to Strath Nethy then go different ways. If you take the high road to Bynack Moŕe you can cross the river at the Fords of A’an, if the water’s low enough. I’ll stay low and follow the Nethy to the loch. Either we meet at the Shelter Stone or up at the Hutchison Hut . . .’


While we plan, the boyish young Englishman at the next table eavesdrops slightly anxiously. It turns out that he is heading back south after a week of winter skills training – I imagine ice axe and crampon use, avalanche survival techniques, sawing off frostbitten digits and that kind of thing – in which he was disappointed, as there was no winter. This time last year, he says, it was white from the summits to the glens. Now everything is brown. Aviemore is a ski resort without snow, unseasonally out of season.


‘When I was a child, the daffodils didn’t come out until April. This year I saw them on New Year’s Day,’ he says, smiling helplessly. 


I can’t help thinking, as we leave, that he practically is a child; he looks about fifteen years old. Far too young, it seems, to remember things being different back then, in the cooler climate of his youth. But solastalgia, like everything else, is speeding up these days.


The Latin word sōlācium, ‘consolation’, spliced with the Greek algia, ‘pain’: the philosopher Glenn Albrecht’s term for the existential anguish for an environment that has gone. Like the grid references and the Gaelic place-names on the map, it is a word we will navigate by over the next few days.


We put the winterwear sales behind us and drive on, into the hopeful darkness beyond the last lights of the town. Dougie parks by the side of the road near the Reindeer Centre at Glenmore. The drizzle has mostly stopped as we finalise our supplies: enough food to last three days – home-made stew, various dhals, miso soup and porridge oats – tactical layers of warm clothing, waterproofs, whisky, first-aid kits and a bag of coal split two ways. Before locking the car, Dougie leaves a note: Tuesday 15th Jan. Off to Ryvoan, then Hutchison, then Corrour. Back on Friday 18th. 


I am quietly thrilled by this. It is as if we were about to step briefly out of time. 


There is a special feeling to walking into mountains at night, like approaching a herd of sleeping cattle. We cannot see them but can guess at them looming somewhere close at hand, their bulk only hinted at, shapes darker than the dark. There is a path along a stream, its sound an abstract bubbling, and bouts of damp, disturbed air rushing through pine branches. Dougie has a fragment of myth in his mouth – the last Pict vanishing north in the tracks of the last reindeer, facing backward as they go – and these words run inside my mind as we walk. He doesn’t say what it means and I don’t want to ask. It is suitably enigmatic for now. The image replaces Aviemore, and that is enough.


Within the hour, just as my back starts growing accustomed to the particular weights and pressures of my rucksack, a negotiation of small discomforts, we see the roof of Ryvoan standing black against the sky. This bothy is where we will sleep tonight. The door is unlocked. There is no one inside. It is a cube of bare stone. Dougie lights the stove using nothing but firelighters and chips of shining coal, no need for kindling – a trick I haven’t seen before, which should be taught on all winter skills courses – and nurses the flame until it takes. We sit here getting the warmth in our hands. The stove resembles the helmet of a mean and stupid knight.


We are just considering going to bed when three tall climbers stumble in, which is always a possibility when sleeping in a bothy. They, too, are looking for snow and have been disappointed. In such close proximity their personalities seem very large, filling the space and nudging Dougie and me into the corners. One, with a surfer’s flowing blond hair, is a mathematician writing his dissertation on ice climbing angles; after settling in he devotes his evening to doing difficult yoga moves. One is four days out of the army – boredom and budget cuts made him quit – and spends a long time, unprompted, telling us about the relative turret sizes of various models of tank and the types of terrain that each can cross. The third, who is the quietest and most serious-seeming of the three, talks about the time he discovered a frozen body, five years missing, on the side of a mountain near Glencoe. The conversation turns to death.


This is another possibility when sleeping in a bothy. Everyone seems to know someone who knows someone who has died, of falling or freezing or foolishness or all of these combined. This prompts Dougie to tell his tale, which I have heard before – and am always happy to hear again – about the man he once knew who tripped and slithered helplessly, in full view of his horrified friends, down a glistening bank of snow and was launched into empty space above an almost certainly fatal drop on to the slopes below. As he disappeared over the edge he yelled, ‘Geronimo!’ He broke dozens of bones in his body but, incredibly, survived. He never climbed again but his almost-last word made him famous in his town.


I do not tell my story because there is no space for it, but last winter I almost had my own Geronimo moment. Descending the summit of Scafell Pike in thick fog with an adventurous friend, my feet slipped from under me and I found myself sliding on hard snow. At first it was almost fun until I realised I could not stop, that I was picking up speed, and that the slope below me ended in nothingness. All I had was a hazel stick that I managed to jab into the snow; I lost my grip but it slowed my momentum just enough to bring me to a halt. I looked back up at my friend’s shocked face. ‘Be really careful there!’ I shouted. He nodded gravely, took one step, and did exactly the same thing as me. As he hurtled towards me I had an instant to decide what was least worst: to let him go and hope he managed to stop as I had done, or to grab hold of his leg. I grabbed hold of his leg. That set me off again, and then both of us were sliding faster and faster towards the edge, clinging on to one another in grim, astonished silence. At the very last moment, he managed to jam his boot against a rock. We stopped. 


Neither of us would have shouted anything as we fell.


If I’d had an ice axe instead of a stick, what almost happened wouldn’t have happened. That is why I have one now, price-tag-new, strapped to the side of my rucksack, its sharp and serrated head wrapped in a canvas bag. I don’t have crampons but I have spikes that slip over the top of my boots to provide grip on snow and ice. Against everything suggested by the pattering rain outside, my hope is that I will need them.


I am glad of Dougie’s company in this first outland of my walks. People die in the Cairngorms every year, mostly at this time of year, and that horrible slither down Scafell Pike has left a humbling impression. It still makes me twitch when I think of it, an elongated aftershock, a reminder of how suddenly things can go wrong. I am appropriately daunted by the Cairngorms’ massiveness: not only by the mountains themselves, whose summits I feel no need to ‘bag’, but by the vast, exposed plateau – a thousand metres above sea level and stretching for hundreds of square miles – that forms the highest and the coldest upland in the British Isles. There is also another instinct behind my seeking company. It has something to do with the fact that this place, for all its Gaelicness – and, as I hope to discover, its improbable Arcticness – is a part of the island on which I live. It is not so far from home. For reasons I don’t quite understand, this makes me more nervous of it. 


It is as if my actions here were somehow better witnessed. 


Dougie, as a veteran of month-long solo walks through the Highlands, is someone who understands the clarity and the happiness of walking in solitude, with no other ego to amplify one’s own. With this in mind he has planned a route that gives us both some space. Our paths will begin together, divide and then run separately, merging again at crucial points, like interweaving threads. We will always be close enough but far enough away. 


We are close enough tonight, at least, with five of us in the bothy. The mismatched climbers snore, sprawled across the floor like the dogs back in the Old Bridge Inn. Rain thwacks the corrugated roof. The knight’s helmet dims and cools. We wake early to a band of pale lemon sky.


I step outside. To the north and south, mountains breach like whales.
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A strath is a broad river valley, unlike a glen, which is steep and deep: my first Gaelic teaching of the day. We are walking to Strath Nethy. The land around us is saturated, purple-brown, like swollen grapes, with grazes of bare scree where the mountains’ skin has slipped away. And snow. Yes, there is snow, but only very little. It is smeared high up Creag nan Gall, the nearest summit to the south, pallid and unhealthy-looking, as if it should be wiped away. Rain falls in bitter showers.


What did I expect to see? 


Unbroken, frozen whiteness.


In terms of their climate, flora and fauna, the Cairngorms are not really part of Britain. This plateau, with its glacial valleys and its blunt, eroded summits, is defined, uniquely on our island, as ‘arctic-alpine tundra’, which means it is closer to Scandinavia, Greenland, northern Canada or Siberia than to any other place with which it shares a landmass. The climate is drier here, less boggy and midge-infested than in the neighbouring Western Highlands, and prone to greater extremes of cold: the lowest temperature ever recorded in the British Isles – minus 27.2 degrees Celsius – was measured at nearby Braemar in 1982. The tundra supports ptarmigan, Lapland bunting, snow bunting, dotterel and other Arctic-dwelling birds (on rare occasions, even visiting snowy owls have been spotted here) and plants like alpine milkvetch, alpine cinquefoil and mountain everlasting. Cloudberry and bearberry are redolent of Scandinavia. Hundreds of species of mosses and lichens texture the rocks and trees.


This is a biome out of place, seven hundred miles south of its native range. It is an exclave of the Arctic stranded in north-east Scotland.


‘Arctic’ derives from a civilisation that probably never went anywhere near it; it comes from the Greek word arktikos, which means ‘near the bear’. This refers to Ursa Minor, the Little Bear, the constellation whose brightest point is the North or Pole Star, but it is tempting to imagine that it was a reference to actual bears, a map-maker’s warning along the lines of ‘Here be monsters’. In terms of physical location it is normally taken to mean the area north of the Arctic Circle, which – as an arbitrary line on the map, the position of which is dependent on the tilt of the earth’s ever-shifting axis – is apparently moving northwards at a rate of fifteen metres a year; and therefore drifting ever further away from Scotland. This latitudinal retreat, entirely theoretical, is like a cartographic echo of the retreat of the glaciers. 


An alternative way of defining the Arctic is by its average temperature, which must not rise above ten degrees Celsius in the summer. Or it can simply refer to what lies north of – or above – the treeline. Where the forest ends, the tundra begins; defined as cold, barren upland, tundra covers a fifth of the world’s land surface, mostly in a skirt around the North Pole but also in the Alps, the Andes, the Himalayas and other mountain ranges. (As the word ‘alpine’, uncapitalised, can refer to montane environments that have nothing to do with the Alps, ‘arctic’ is also a term that has broken loose of geography. For many people, it is simply a word for ‘extremely cold’.)


In the taxonomic zeal of the late nineteenth century the parameters of tundra – both Arctic and arctic – were set by the Köppen climate classification, a system still widely used today. The Russian-born botanist and geographer Wladimir Köppen – who, in photographs, resembles Leon Trotsky’s craggier twin – simplified the world’s climates into five basic groups: tropical (A), arid (B), temperate (C), continental (D) and polar (E). Each of these groups is then divided into smaller groups, also with a corresponding letter: tropical into savanna wet (w), savanna dry (s), rainforest (f) and monsoon (m); arid into desert (W) and steppe (S); temperate and continental into dry summer (s), dry winter (w) and ‘without dry season’ (f); polar into tundra (T) and ice cap (F), also called ‘eternal winter’. Finally these are subdivided into even smaller groups: hot (h), cold (k), hot summer (a), warm summer (b), cold summer (c) and very cold winter (d). 


According to this abstract code, the Cairngorm plateau is ET (polar tundra), with patches of Dfc (continental subarctic). 


Clearly this is a horrible way to describe a living landscape.


But on a Köppen-Geiger map – developed by Rudolph Geiger, the German climatologist who continued Köppen’s work – this codification of the world becomes strangely evocative. Picture a global thermogram with colours flowing across the continents in garish bands, oscillating with temperature: red across North Africa, Australia and the Middle East (BWh: arid, desert, hot); deep blue in the Amazon (Af: tropical, rainforest); yellow across a swathe of southern Europe (Csa: temperate, savanna dry, hot summer). Most of Britain is a gentle green (Cfb: temperate, without dry season, cold summer) apart from the aberration of the Cairngorms tucked away in the north-east, a darker green and a stony grey that matches Scandinavia; a swooping bridgehead to the wider, colder north.


The word ‘tundra’ filters into English from Russian, and into Russian from Kildin Sámi, the indigenous language of the Kola Peninsula bordering the White Sea. A prosaic description – ‘flat, treeless tract’ – but the word is thrilling. Since childhood those syllables, the double-thump of a shaman’s drum, have conjured in my mind a sense of unbounded space, vast silences and distances and stabs of loneliness. It evokes fields of snow stretching to the horizon, distant herds migrating through expanses of nothingness. Tundra is often accompanied, or underlaid, by permafrost – soil and sediment that stays frozen for over two consecutive years, and often for millennia – which, in my imagination, meant the same as ‘permanence’: an environment safe from change, a frozen fastness that had always existed and always would exist. The continual presence of ice and snow was a proof of eternity; perhaps as close as I ever got to believing in an afterlife.


One of my relatives once touched such an eternity; not the eternal snows of the north, but of the world’s highest mountain. My great-uncle John Hunt – a name that last night’s climbing trio would almost certainly have known – was the leader of the first successful Everest expedition in 1953, when the Sherpa mountaineer Tenzing Norgay and the New Zealand beekeeper Edmund Hillary planted the Union Jack on the highest point on earth. His tallness is what I remember most – he seemed halfway up a mountain already – and the long strides of his legs as he hiked into his eighties. Those legs had carried him, I knew, to a secret world above the clouds, a semi-mythical, dreamlike realm of icefalls and unmelting snow, a place that no human had glimpsed before and surely few would see again; those who attempted it must go, like him, in hobnailed boots and oxygen tanks requiring almost superhuman strength to lift, ice axes against which mine would look like an item of cutlery. He himself might have been changed by his ascent to the home of gods, but the mountain would not – could not – have been changed by his visitation; once the snow had filled his tracks or the icy wind blown them away, the place had returned to its sanctity as if he had never set foot there.


Growing older I saw the photographs of alpinists queuing in their hundreds to be shepherded up that same ascent, a backlog of brightly clad commuters 8,800 metres high. I heard about the cadmium and arsenic deposits in the snow, a legacy of Asian smog, the discarded oxygen tanks, the trash and the scores of frozen corpses littered on the slopes. My great-uncle could never have imagined where his steps up the mountain would lead, or how many people would follow them, in the globalised world of mass travel – of mass adventure – that was to come; let alone the invisible creep of warming temperatures. The legendary Khumbu Icefall, the crevasse-riddled glacier that forms the first part of the climb, is melting dangerously now; the 2014 ice avalanche killed sixteen Sherpas. The mountain that Tibetans call Chomolungma, ‘Holy Mother’, and Nepalis call Sagarmāthā, ‘Goddess of the Sky’, is now referred to as ‘the world’s highest garbage dump’. Learning about the degradation of this once unreachable place was like losing a part of my childhood. An end to eternity. 


As Dougie and I make our way from Ryvoan, the mildness of the winter we walk through – the brownness of the mountaintops – brings me a similar feeling of disturbance. Dougie shares it too. Like everyone else we have read the reports, turned away from the news when it got too much, observed with our eyes and felt with our bodies the change, like the winter skills student with his talk of daffodils. In this age of climate crisis, all definitions are breaking down. The retrenchment of the Arctic is not just a line of latitude; if the word is taken to mean summer temperatures of below ten degrees, what happens when it surpasses that? The northernmost regions of the world are heating at twice the rate of anywhere else on the planet. The Arctic will not be arctic soon, as the Alpine will not be alpine. In Siberia, millennia-old permafrost is melting seventy years earlier than the worst-case predictions. No longer perma. No longer frost. An end to permanence.


The colour bands are rippling. The ET and Dfc are becoming Csa.


For now, though, we walk on. What else can anyone do? Ahead of us runs the Nethy, the quick, shallow stream where we will part ways. A pair of black grouse erupts above the heather. Dougie points out juniper, blaeberry, the recent regrowth of Scots pine, where the forest is gradually spreading from its strongholds in the glens: a hopeful sign of regeneration against the zeitgeist of decline. To the south lies Cairn Gorm, the mountain that gives the range its name – though it is not its highest peak – floating like a magical island, distant and unreachable. Its ridges seep with light. The rain has broken and the sky floods with winter gold.


Then, just before we part, two strange silver ghosts emerge beyond the Nethy.


At first I think they are dogs. Then deer. But they are not quite deer. They are squat yet elegant, forms I am not familiar with.


‘Reindeer,’ Dougie says. 


And with that, the outlandish portal opens. The tundra becomes real.


They approach on soft, splayed feet and cross the little bridge, expressing no more than mild interest in our presence. They are joined by a third, a fourth. They become a herd. We stand quietly and watch as they bend their mouths to the montane grass, chewing rhythmically. Snowy ruffs sway at their necks. The silver-greyness of their hair is the colour of cooling metal. We count their antlers, furred like moss: two have two; one one; one none. Their sodden pelts are as matted as the land they eat.


In his years of walking in these mountains Dougie has never seen them before. We must be lucky.


The story of their presence here seems, at first, unlikely. These velvet-faced, solemn beasts are descended from the herd brought here in the 1950s, after a Swedish Sámi reindeer herder and a Swedish-American anthropologist, Mikel Utsi and Ethel Lindgren, happened to be visiting Scotland on their honeymoon. From the railway bridge at Aviemore, Utsi looked towards the Cairngorms and saw reindeer pastures. The mottled plateau reminded him of tundra in the north of Sweden, carpeted with the slow-growing lichens – in particular branching reindeer lichen, also known as reindeer moss – that other ruminants turn up their noses at, but which form a crucial part of a reindeer’s winter diet. Five years later the couple, with backing from the recently formed Reindeer Council of the United Kingdom, persuaded the Ministry of Agriculture to grant them several hundred acres of land in Rothiemurchus Forest. 


The first eight pioneers arrived from Sweden on a ship called the SS Sarek, after which one of them was named. It was a rough North Sea crossing; Utsi’s eye was accidentally gored by an antler on the way, so he arrived wearing a piratical-looking eyepatch. One reindeer calf died during its six-and-a-half-week quarantine in Edinburgh, but the others survived and were trucked north to their new enclosure. The first year in Scotland was hard, with the animals sickly and weak, but once the colony was established it was strengthened by a second influx from Scandinavia, followed by a third, a fourth. In 1954 the Forestry Commission leased out a further thousand acres on the northern slopes of the Cairngorms, and in that same year the reindeer gained the freedom to roam beyond their enclosure, escaping the midges, mosquitoes and horseflies that had tormented them at lower altitude. Now there are 150 scattered across the plateau.


The names of the early females have a jingling Christmas feel: Inge, Pelle, Assa, Ina, Maja, Tilla, Nuolja, Vilda … In 1955 two more males arrived, with the lusty names Fritzen and Ruski. Technically they are not wild but owned – after Utsi’s and Lindgren’s deaths the herd was purchased by Tilly and Alan Smith, who manage them today – but presumably that detail does not matter to the reindeer. The experiment has been so successful that, at the World Reindeer Herders Congress held in north-east China in 2013 – alongside Sámis, Soyots, Evenks, Chukchis, Komis, Nenets, Iñupiaqs and other indigenous herders from across the Northern Hemisphere – the Smiths accepted Scotland’s recognition as the thirtieth member. 


Call it reindeer diplomacy, a link to a wider northern world. This patch of arctic-alpine tundra, marooned between Inverness and Perth, has been drawn into a boreal heritage of reindeer husbandry that links Scotland to Finnish Lapland, Siberia, Mongolia, Kamchatka, Greenland and Alaska.


Or rather, it has been drawn back. For this was not an introduction but an overdue reintroduction.


The saga of reindeer in the Cairngorms is older than the 1950s. In his book of place-names, Gathering, the artist Alec Finlay writes of reindeer deep time: ‘As far back as we know, a band of nomads camped out on the Geldie, near Caochanan Ruadha, and at Chest of Dee. Braving vast snowfields and the residue of glaciers, they followed a herd of migrating reindeer north, c. 8100 BC. The domestication of reindeer was an early form of pastoralism.’ 


Reindeer are the only type of deer to have been domesticated, though ‘semi-domesticated’ is a more accurate description. Across the circumpolar north (including North America, where they are called caribou, from a Mi’kmaq word meaning ‘shoveller of snow’), they migrate in herds many thousands strong, and humans have learned less to control them than be drawn into their flow; like American plains buffalo, they are not so much farmed as followed. Although they can pull sleds like dogs – or, in the case of sturdier breeds, can even be ridden like antlered ponies – they are chiefly used by nomadic peoples to provide food and milk, while their skins and wondrous pelts are turned into clothes and shelter. 


Like any life-giving creature in animist cultures, they also play a powerful role in spiritual beliefs. Reindeer are sacrificed and their skins and antlers worn in ceremonies or to help guide the deceased to the afterlife. Their urine, psychedelically infused from fly agaric mushrooms, is drunk for its hallucinogenic and visionary effects (second-hand stories of flying reindeer are probably the origin of Father Christmas’s sleigh). To the beat of reindeer-skin drums, Siberian and Scandinavian shamans leave their physical bodies behind in order to journey between the worlds, voyaging with the herds and returning with insights and wisdom. Reindeer are venerated as powerful liminal beings, not only drawing together territories thousands of miles apart, and the winter to the summer, but providing a spiritual connection between beasts and people.


Britain, literally severed from the north when the ice melted and the sea level rose, could not provide enough space for thousands-strong herds to roam. Islanded reindeer, like islanded people, could not follow seasonal patterns of migration on the scale of their Arctic and Eurasian cousins. While deer were certainly worshipped in Scotland – the cervine trinity of red, roe and rein – there is less evidence for a tradition of reindeer husbandry such as that practised in the shamanic far north. There are, however, hints and clues, distorted through centuries of myth.


‘On milk of deer I was reared/On milk of deer I was nurtured’, goes the Highland lullaby ‘Bainne nam Fiadh’, ‘Milk of Deer’. The Cailleach, the divine hag – bringer of winter, gnawer of mountains, the touch of whose staff freezes the ground – appears in folk-tales milking her herd of deer; shy of humans, ineffably eldritch, deer were traditionally regarded as fairy cattle. One theory suggests that knowledge of farming deer was not indigenous to Scotland but imported from Scandinavia; stories of a mysterious deer-herding culture might have crossed the North Sea in the longships of colonising Vikings, who would have had contact with Sámi tribes, and taken root in Scottish soil. If this is true, Utsi was merely cutting out the Norse middleman in reforging an ancient connection between Scots and Sámis.


Reindeer had probably vanished from Germany, Denmark and southern Sweden by the early Neolithic, pushed northwards by the warming climate and by the predations of humans. It is not known exactly when they disappeared in Scotland. ‘By the 13th century they were sparse and by the 14th they were gone, chased from the last dells and glens, their beautiful fur adorning castle floors and their furred, coral-like horns on stone castle walls’, writes Finlay, but this late date is contentious, as archaeological evidence points to a much earlier extinction. The only ‘proof’ of their existence into feudal times is found in the Orkneyinga Saga, written by the Viking Earls of Orkney, about a reindeer hunt in Caithness in the thirteenth century. Many scholars believe that the line actually refers to red deer, and that reindeer became extinct in Britain between eight and eleven thousand years earlier. The temporal ambiguity only adds to their mystery.


how did we first come here?


following behind the reindeer


walking backwards into Spring


That fragment of myth emerges again. It is a poem from Finlay’s book, dreamily misremembered by Dougie last night as we walked to Ryvoan; nothing to do with the last Pict, but about a much earlier human migration into Scotland. Legend tells of a fairy-man – perhaps a folk memory of a vanished indigenous population, or even a Sámi a long way from home – riding a deer with his face to its tail, warning Highlanders about approaching falls of snow. It feels significant, though, that Picts were prowling Dougie’s mind; that ancient, enigmatic culture is another absence here. The early inhabitants of north-east Britain before they were displaced, or absorbed, by the Gaelic-speaking Scots – who confusingly might have come from Ireland – they left behind little but beautiful stones inscribed with salmon, wolves and stags, place-names scattered here and there, and a long-forgotten language written in Ogham script. Not much about them is known at all. The last trace of unified Pictish culture disappeared around the ninth century. 


Unlike the reindeer, they have not come back.


Now Dougie and I go different ways, and the reindeer do as well. As they pad away they make a rhythmic clicking sound: tendons in their legs snapping over bones, designed so that they can follow one another in a blizzard.


This turns out to be a weather forecast, or a warning from the fairy-man. Minutes after they have gone, it begins to snow.


[image: Image missing]


First the rain turns into sleet. When does one become the other? Is there a Köppenesque system to determine which is which, measured by proportions of water to slush to ice? Whatever, it is cold. I pull my hood snug around my face and fasten the ear-flaps of my hat, following the little path up the rise of Bynack Moŕe. As I climb the track, the sleet gets thicker, wetter. It drives from the west in pale squalls interspersed by slashes of startlingly bright blue sky, as if the weather is undergoing a process of realignment. Looking back from the height I’ve gained I see a white, malevolent mist drifting across the strath, flapping like the ghost of a manta ray. The land is losing all its folds, its dimples filling in. I catch a last glimpse of Dougie very distantly below, a small figure sinking into a landscape that resembles something from the dawn of time, following the meanders of a liquid metal river. 


There goes the last Pict, vanishing with the reindeer.


The sleet is now fierce snow, not tumbling gently like a Christmas card but whirling chaotically from every direction at once, flurrying inside my hood. It stings the underside of my face, flutters in my eyes. The air tastes like a wet knife. The blood in my fingers thumps with pain, even inside my gloves. Astonishingly quickly the snow has altered everything: part by part the views collapse and all I can see is driving static, dizzying in its patternlessness. Above, the gold-illuminated peak of Bynack Moŕe blinks out, and it is like losing sight of a headland from a boat at sea.


The right-hand side of my body is now a furred strip of snow. The intensity of the onslaught rapidly becomes alarming. There is a strong sensation of being untethered from the normal world that I was inhabiting just minutes ago. I have to reassure myself that I have a map and compass, the psychological crutch of my ice axe, that my friend is out there somewhere and he knows that I am too. But I cannot see how far I’ve come, or, with the land’s shape hidden, where it is I have to go. Already the path ahead is fading and losing form, visible only as a furrow in the heather. 


The reindeer make sense here now, for the land has assumed their colour. Everything is silver, grey, shades of dun, black and white, which makes it appear as if I were walking on reindeer pelts. During the hundreds of years in which the herds were absent from here, did the tundra feel their loss? Did the lichen miss them? When animals have been extirpated from the place in which they evolved, that place takes on their memory, a reminder of what it has lost. The ice is a morphic resonance of that silver-grey fur, the moss of branching velvet horns. Now that the herds have returned the two have been brought together again so that the reindeer are almost walking extensions of the land, parts that have gained sentience and detached themselves to wander.


With the snow encrusting me, I am becoming reindeered too. I am another walking extension, but much less well adapted.


The snow intensifies again, and again I am scared, a thump of fear in my belly and groin. Thick flakes batter my eyes so I can hardly see. This is a true blizzard now. Did the reindeer know this was coming? Surely their curious, sensitive noses smelled the warning in the air, their antlers picking up on some signal like antennae. Did they seek the shelter of the strath for that reason? There is no clicking tendon ahead of me, no herd to show me where to go, and the tactical solitude that Dougie so carefully curated for me slips, with rather embarrassing speed, into something more like fear. 


Just as I am considering whether or not to attempt retracing my steps, to follow the reindeers’ example and seek the protection of lower ground, the humped ridge of Bynack Moŕe re-emerges on my right. My eyes can reach further again. There is a kind of lull. I am in the summit’s lee and the violence has gone out of the snow, as if it has established its dominance and can afford to relax somewhat. The flakes fall fatly, pillowing the land. Once more I can see the clear lines of the contours ahead, and – reassuringly – my route does not lead up but down. Pale light breaks through the clouds. I carry on. 


To the east the tundra opens up, fed by vascular black streams. With the cover of snow it is hard to determine size or distance. The path goes south, gently bending westwards with the mountain’s curve, several hundred metres below the Barns of Bynack. These are jutting outcrops of contorted granite blocks that have risen taller as the softer mountainside has shrunk away, elemental monoliths, slumped and heaped and folded. I wonder if there is some link between the word ‘barns’ and ‘bairns’; if they are really the mountain’s children, huddled on its shoulder. A localised storm is raging up there, icy spindrift boiling around them, and their flanks are grey with cold as if they were exhausted.


I sympathise. It is only midday but already I am tired, with the deep muscular ache that comes from fighting cold. Just as the glimpse of reindeer opened a portal to the tundra, that brush with fear has had the effect of giving me arctic eyes. The landscape around me is no longer Scottish but something grander and deadlier, requiring a different scale of respect. It does not feel bounded in the same way, but expanded without end.


Hopping a burn called Uisge Dubh Poll a’ Choin – a noble name, and a lengthy one, for a stream crossed in two steps – I continue my descent into the valley. Bright rivers writhe down there. The sun is a golden ball. The land is studded with erratics, the displaced, unlikely rocks deposited by glaciers: scattered colonies of bairns to populate this terrain.


In an hour I reach the refuge at the Fords of A’an, just a pitched-roof wooden shed, and crawl inside to escape the icy hammering of the wind. The walls are covered in graffiti from others who have done the same. ‘Looking for sexy fun?’ someone has written next to a mobile number. Regarding the barren wastes outside, I can only admire their optimism.


Dougie was right: the fords across the A’an, bloated with rain and snow, are impassable. Having left the shelter of the hut I waste a quarter of an hour trying to pick out a route across thundering white noise but the stepping stones are perilous, greased with slicks of ice. Rather than continuing south I must follow the river westwards to the loch that shares its name. In English it is called the Avon.


‘Avon’ has the ring of home – I grew up in the West Country – but as rivers go they couldn’t be more different. My Avon, muddy, broad and slow, was an artery of empire, slavery and industrialisation, a highway to the modern world; this A’an, rumbling through snow, looks as if it has not changed since the glaciers melted. But the name is ubiquitous throughout Britain: there are three in Scotland, at least seven in England (including a diminutive Aune in Devon) and an Afan in Wales. There are also two in Canada, two in New Zealand and five in Australia, as if the name were carried out on the tide of colonialism.


The modern Welsh for ‘river’, afon, provides the etymological clue: they all derive from the ancient Brittonic word abona, the source from which these namesakes flow. Once upon a time in Britain all rivers were the Avon.


Snow has filled the puddles, pools and lochans with cloudy ice, giving the impression of frogspawn. I follow the tautology of the River River west. For the rest of the day my body pushes into a biting headwind pouring down from the slope of Cairn Gorm, picking up the loch’s deep chill on the way. At the bottom of this glacial valley, the cold feels like the memory of the great ice-tongue that lay here eleven and a half thousand years ago. Time itself feels cold. The going is an arduous slog over uneven ground, a tumble of peat hags and the stumps of long-vanished trees. The snow is replaced by a torrent of hail that stings like flung gravel. Wading upriver, uphill and uphail, I eventually reach the loch to find it much larger than I expected, its furthest shore invisible behind a seething mist of ice; white-capped waves are surging in a trapped and angry sea. After what seems like a very long time I still cannot see its end, only an indifferent haze. The distance eats my energy. My legs are getting clumsy.


Finally the loch peters out below the walls of a boulder-strewn moraine. Somewhere in that pile of heaped erratic blocks, some as big as cottages, must be the Shelter Stone: a great rock underneath which a refuge has been hollowed out and improved with a drystone wall, a summer camp for climbers. But darkness is threatening and my curiosity is spent. I look at my torn, sodden map. My stomach sort of clenches. The Hutchison Memorial Hut, where I will spend the night with Dougie, is at least as far again as the distance I walked from the start of Loch A’an, but up and down the other side of one of those precipitous walls. There is a winding path that I have little confidence about being able to find in the snow, let alone the fading light; in this litter of broken rocks I can’t tell where it’s meant to begin. Then, a thump of relief: a man’s shape is up there. It must be Dougie. I call and wave. The figure stops, seems to regard me, then continues on its way. As I hurry after it, it disappears again. Stumbling on, I find myself on the crude impression of a path and climb as fast as I am able, not wanting to lose the trail. When I see the figure again it is somehow below me. In the twilight it has veered off the path and into the boulder field, where it seems to be searching for something, casting about in the gloom. It can’t be Dougie! Not pausing to question why anyone would be wandering around down there – slightly horrified at the thought – I carry on uphill, panic fluttering in me now. Fear makes my footsteps imprecise. The path keeps vanishing. My instinct when getting lost is, illogically, to walk as quickly as I can and not stop to rationalise, and I know that I am falling back into this pattern but am being carried along by a dead-brained inertia. When I look back down to the rocks the figure has disappeared.


There are stories in these mountains of a Big Grey Man.


In Gaelic he is called Am Fear Liath Mòr. His full name in English is the Big Grey Man of Ben Macdui, after the mountain that he haunts – the highest point in the Cairngorms and the second-highest in the country – which lies not far away from here, feeding the headwaters of Loch A’an. Whether he is a ghost or a yeti-like humanoid is not entirely clear. The manner in which he makes his appearance depends on the observer. 


An early account is from 1791, when the shepherd and writer James Hogg described, in the parlance of his time, ‘a giant blackamoor, at least thirty feet high, and equally proportioned, and very near me. I was actually struck powerless with astonishment and terror.’ A hundred years later, Professor J. Norman Collie – a respected Royal Society member as well as a noted mountaineer who gave his name to peaks in Canada and Skye – was frightened out of his wits while descending from Ben Macdui’s peak, although he didn’t go public with the story until 1925. At a meeting of the Cairngorm Club, he recounted: 


I was returning from the cairn on the summit in a mist when I began to think I heard something else than merely the noise of my own footsteps. For every few steps I took I heard a crunch, and then another crunch as if someone was walking after me, but taking steps three or four times the length of my own … As I walked on and the eerie crunch, crunch, sounded behind me, I was seized with terror and took to my heels, staggering blindly among the boulders for four or five miles nearly down to Rothiemurchus Forest.


This eerie crunching sound appears in numerous other accounts, as does the feeling of blind fear that causes otherwise sensible mountaineers to react in ways that endanger their safety more than any apparition. During the Second World War, the leader of the Cairngorms RAF Rescue Team almost ran off a cliff after being ‘overwhelmed with panic’ at hearing something approach in the mist: ‘I tried to stop myself and found this extremely difficult to do. It was as if someone was pushing me. I managed to deflect my course, but with a great deal of difficulty.’ In another wartime episode the naturalist Alexander Tewnion, climbing the mountain with a handgun in case he came across ‘small game’, actually opened fire on the summit of Ben Macdui. 
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