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In this modern age óthingsô have changed dramatically. The internet, you 

tube, and endless digital aids have taken over from the ómedievalô 

equipment I had in my youth and early years. So very often all I had was an 

old Kodak Brownie 127 and a film with just 12 exposures. Pen and paper 

were the only other aids to recording. 

I am fully aware that there are all sorts of technical ógoings onô out there. I 

have not utilised media, blogs, tweets, twitters and whatever these 

mysterious gadgets might mean. 

This is merely a memory based personal experience. No clever IT input. 

Just memories.  

Yes, it is all about memory. My memory. 

  



  

  



PROLOGUE 

The following tales outline the exploits of an ordinary person. I have read so very many 

books about epic Himalayan climbs and exploits that have often left me in awe and 

amazement. I am sure many other readers have also experienced this. Occasionally I 

have craved to read a story that relates to the climbs, journeys and óanticsô of a more 

down to earth person- yes an ordinary person. Whoever that might be.  

Whatever aspect of life you might look at there is inevitably going to be a hierarchy of 

talent and achievement. So called professional football players earn obscene amounts of 

money to ply their trade whilst millions out there must be content with the pub Sunday 

leagues played on churned up local authority playing fields. The huge majority of us are 

not ósuperstarsô and to be truly honest I would never wish to be so. Whilst in the 

Marines I was reminded we were the jack of all trades. Not the master of one. Merely 

adept at a whole range of talents. This is how I want it to be for me. 

I have been very fortunate in that I have managed to try an enormous number of 

different activities during my lifetime. Mostly I have enjoyed them but more 

importantly I have óhad a goô and gained so very much from doing so.  

So back to what I was saying. Himalayan heroes are special, but they might well be a 

rare breed. Possibly a privileged breed. Out there are hundreds of thousands of ordinary 

people who really enjoy the joys of climbing the fells, hills and mountains. Maybe no 

particular epic tale but a massive story to be told and for others to read. Having 

ódabbledô in travels to very high places and experienced summits such as Kilimanjaro, 

Vatnajokull and the Alps, and skied in areas as diverse as France, North America and 

even the Arctic circle I feel I do earn the right to say the hills of Britain are so very 

special.  

Wherever I have been and whatever I have seen I can truly say that Scotland can beat it 

all. I now have no desire whatsoever to travel abroad. I do not even possess a passport. 

The mountains of Scotland are really within my heart.  

In my following accounts, you will find both metric and imperial measurements. This is 

not an oversight but more an indication of my obstinacy. I have always disliked metric 

units. I am a foot and yard man. 3,000 feet yes. 914.4 m, sorry no. I have often given the 

measurements in the old-fashioned way.  

If I have raised issues of controversy this is good. Nine years service in the Marines 

taught me all I ever needed to know about controversy. I donôt want my book to be an 

appeasement. I want people to disagree. I want people to think for themselves. I 

welcome controversy.  

 

Richard John Cooke 2018  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Bothy life 

My bothy ólifeô covers a very large span of time. Yes, in many cases 59 years is a 

lifetime. Some of my moments go back to the long distant past that is often called the 

pioneer period. These have been balanced by visits of a relatively recent timing. They 

have all been very special and all my memories are so precious.  

I have recently read many books about the experiences of others who have experienced 

the bothy stopover. I found it so interesting because these good folks are mostly very 

young. Time does not stand still and the encapsulation of bothy change is there to see 

for those who are bothered to look. 

Philosophy 

Philosophy is another issue. I was moved to look it up in my Oxford dictionary. It was 

an interesting investigation. ñLove of wisdom or knowledge especially that which deals 

with ultimate reality.ò I did expect this. Then I read on further. ñStudy of principles of 

human action or conduct.ò Now I was getting closer. Humanity does intrigue me and on 

my long and lonely journey through the mountains I have had more than enough time to 

investigate human demeanour thoroughly.  

It may well have started at university studying for my B.Ed. No more helicopters bombs 

and bullets it was now the time for considered thought and rational analysis. I looked 

hard into the context of where I was about to go. It is much easier to say what 

philosophy of education is not than to say what it is. I quickly discovered that most 

general comments about philosophical techniques were almost worthless. This was 

partly because the question, ñwhat is philosophy?ò is itself a widely disputed 

philosophical issue. I was going around in circles. The academic world, the world of 

human nature and my world of free, wild and open spaces.  

Escapism 

Escapism was easy. 

With the passing of every year I saw more and more the actions, comportment and 

often-pathetic antics of so very many of the so-called superior species. So very many 

obsessed with the óselfô and needless consumption to obtain pointless gratification, 

whilst our home was slowly being torn apart by act of war greed or neglect.  

The world is sick, and getting worse. 

It is not only sick, but quite mad. 

I wanted no part of it.  

Did the bothy offer a momentary release?  

For an interesting example of philosophical analysis see Appendix 2. 
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2. THE BOTHY  

 

                        óHalf a lifetimeô ago 

Corrour - where it all began 

The bothy is certainly up there somewhere, hidden in this cursed blanket of cloud and 

sleet. I know it exists, but it is proving an elusive ally as I struggle over rocks and bog 

with ever increasing weary tread.  

It was many decades ago when this experience played an important part in my life.  

I am now 74 years of age. Within a time scale such as this it is inevitable that a huge 

óbankô of experience has been acquired.  

As I look around at the world in which we live I have to admit that the whole fucking 

mess we have created makes me sick to the stomach. I apologise if my wording offends 

some people. There is much more to come and if this is the case maybe you should 

acquire a copy of a patronising party-political manifesto or better still a gentle, 

meaningless, shallow novel about empty pathetic shallow people.  

Until somebody grasps the nettle and addresses the problems we all face humanity is 

almost certainly doomed within this materialistic rat race that is my definition of 

modern society. 

When I was a little boy I often went out into our very small garden and lay down on the 

cool grass. I looked up at the enormous sky above me. After a little while my eyes 

became accustomed and I could see a massive tapestry of tiny stars. There were millions 

of them. Looking even closer more and more could be seen. Probably millions of them 

no longer óthereô. It certainly put everything into perspective. It illustrated the pointless 

pitiful worry we have over every day personal concerns that in the total order of 

everything are so petty and insignificant. I looked closely at the moon. Really not a 

great distance away and in fact one of my first cars covered a distance that would have 

taken it there. I imagined the mountains on the surface; many of them even higher than 

Everest. And then what about the mountains on Mars. My mind ran riot. I suppose one-

day humans will be climbing these heights. Only two hundred years ago the mountains 

on Earth were thought of as dangerous no-go areas. Look at the scene today. 

Everywhere people are scrambling and climbing to the summits. 

Time does bring change. Not so long ago you were born, lived and died in your own 

village. In pre-Victorian times travel across our own country was well nigh impossible. 

America was an unknown landmass. Yet today our planet is such a small place and our 

attentions are turning to other places in our solar system. Anything that might be 

ólurkingô on Mars and other planets should well be feeling apprehension, as should have 

the Eskimo and Red Indian when the time of European expansion took hold. 

We are moving forward and what today is science fiction will surely one day be fact. 

Who can tell what might be in a thousand years time. A jet fighter to Henry VIII would 

be as amazing as a 23rd century item might be to us. Even if we cannot achieve this 

ourselves, which ignoring self-destruct I am sure we will, what about others who might 

do it for us. Looking at a small ant in my garden I thought to myself that it was 

impossible for it to reach Australia. But what if it was to hitch a lift on a 747. It 
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certainly could reach the other side of the world. The ant would be borrowing our 

technology and our knowledge; but it could get there. Possibly we could be faced with 

such a situation, and maybe something else could help us progress by taking the long 

progressive óstingô out of development. Help us jump forward in time. But often the 

arrogance of the human species takes a grip by thinking we know it all, that we are 

special. Maybe we are; maybe not. Maybe we are just an infinitesimal inconsequent in 

the cosmos. Conceivably life in the cosmos does not depend on the so-called habitable 

zone (habitable for us). Maybe other species thrive in what is habitable to them but not 

for us. Why do we always think we are the bottom line? Must everything be like us?  

I think on and on. Am I getting anywhere?  

Just for this one time I curse this infernal terrain. I had started late in the day and headed 

into Glen Geusachan. The rivers were running high and progress was slow. Once in the 

glen I moved between the impressive crags of The Devils Point and Beinn Bhrotain. 

This really is an impressive valley but, on this occasion, a frustrating one. I had to take 

off my boots to wade the river and all these inconveniences were óeating awayô at the 

time. Experience kept telling me of the importance of daylight in these deep winter 

days. You do not get much of it! I still had not decided in which order I was going to 

tackle the two Munros I badly wanted from this excursion. The conventional route was 

up to Loch nan Stuirteag and then over Monadh Mor and Beinn Bhrotain and back to 

the Linn of Dee. As I intended to stay in the bothy at Corrour I did not need this route. 

As the middle of the cold damp afternoon arrived I decided to make for the bealach 

between the two Munros and take it from there. The bealach (975m) is well formed but 

it was a steep slog up the rocks and scree to reach the depression.  

It would be ócrimeô not to climb both these mountains after all the effort so I stashed my 

rucksack behind a large boulder and headed up towards Beinn Bhrotain. Cloud was 

racing across the flat summit plateau, but I had little time to dwell. Just a one-minute 

stopover before I retraced my steps back downwards. It was here that I met the only 

person I had seen since I had left the Lairig Ghru path under the high crags of Carn a 

Mhaim. My fellow climber was also well behind schedule after climbing The Devils 

Point and contouring over to Monadh Mor. It had taken him a lot longer than the map 

seemed to indicate. A trap so many of us have fallen into and one that was going to 

provide me with so much difficulty in the coming hours. We chatted for several minutes 

before going opposite directions. The slopes down to my rucksack gave me further time 

to contemplate something I have often thought of throughout the long lonely journeys 

through my Munro ascents. I always climb alone now but I have met so very many 

fellow climbers over the years, many for the shortest of moments before we set off on 

our separate ways. I must admit this moment was somewhat poignant as the way ahead 

looked gloomy to say the least. Picking up my rucksack I negotiated the shorter rise to 

the summit plateau of Monadh Mor. It was now approaching 6 p.m. and I decided to 

make a direct descent from the top. (eastwards) It was very steep and there were a lot of 

crags to avoid and discomfort and danger were feelings that were very much at the front 

of my mind. However, I still think it saved time even though it was uncomfortable 

slipping and sliding down cold wet greasy rocks. On the valley floor, the darkness was 

complete as I made my way back towards the Dee. My mind was óracing awayô again. I 

thought of the poor souls on Everest in 96. They had summited far too late in the day 

and probably wasted too much time in celebration on the summit slopes. A massive 

storm was heading towards them and when they found themselves hopelessly lost on the 

South Col, just yards away from relative safety, they could not see and this lead to the 
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sad demise of Yasuko and the horrendous disfigurement of Beck Weathers. Just a few 

minutes of the earlier wasted moments would have been so very valuable.  

Moving east I was becoming totally frustrated. 2 km in darkness can seem a whole lot 

more especially when you are tired. As I reached the eastern end of Glen Geusachan I 

noticed a faint path swinging away to the south-east. This was not where I wanted to go. 

After another time consuming bootless wade, I realised I had at least 3 km. of pathless 

terrain to negotiate before I could reach the bothy. I decided that the best route would be 

to cross the Dee and pick up the path into the Lairig Ghru. This entailed another wade 

through deep waters and this time I just splashed in and struggled across to the opposite 

side. I soon picked up a path, but this was not the main Lairig Ghru path. Moving north 

in now utter darkness my spirits descended to an all-time low. Somehow, I lost the path. 

Knowing from experience just how clear the main Lairig Ghru path is just how could I 

lose the way forward. The ground was wet and boggy and at this point the river swings 

around in large meanders causing large detours to keep in touch with the fast-flowing 

water.  

Desperation set in and I knew I was on the wrong side of the swirling waters. 

I had to cross.1 

After another scary immersion, I looked up and could almost sense the dark towering 

mass of the Devils Point. A lull in the incessant sleet and a slight lifting of the mist and 

I could see it. The bothy was ahead and all the tribulations of the last hours faded as the 

prospect of relative comfort and warmth was so very very near. 

Bothies are my escape. I have often been accused of being an escapist when I go off into 

the hills. A weak person who cannot cope with the many problems of the so-called real 

world. Looking for a place to get away from it all and avoid having to make decisions 

and sort things out. But up in the mountains I am making decisions. I have to work out 

routes; and navigation through high places does require a lot of skill and common sense. 

No, I am sorry I cannot accept this criticism. I am not escaping from the real world. For 

me the real world is not the one in which we spend 90% of our time worrying about 

bills, work relationships and a leaky roof. The real world is up there on the hilltops 

doing what we were in fact designed to do. Walking, breathing taking exercise and 

enjoying the world in which we are fortunate to live. As a celebrated writer once noted; 

up in the hills the sheep are real (A Wainwright)  

My ósalvationô was cold, dark and very empty. Corrour bothy of 50 years ago was by no 

means luxurious. However, it did have a roof and by 10 p.m. I was so very glad to be 

beneath its shelter. Total exhaustion swayed me against the tricky negotiation of peat 

bogs to the river and desire for sleep persuaded me from the inconvenience of cooking. 

Several swigs of navy rum from my hip flask and bits of hard bread would have to 

suffice as I spread out my sleeping bag on the cold earth floor and crept within to 

contemplate nothing more than total rest and escape?? 

 
1 There was a bridge of sorts over the Dee at Corrour. After a drowning accident in 1950 a wire bridge 

was built in 1951. This entailed a telegraph pole being driven into the ground on each side of the river 

with 2 parallel wires slung between. This obviously required replacing. Dr. George Taylor of the 

Cairngorm Club and Aberdeen University designed an aluminium bridge that was built in 1959.  

On my distant, desperate search for Corrour I knew of the wire bridge. However, I did not know of a 

replacement bridge. As my Marine Commando training was so very fresh in my memory some of the 

sadistic structures of the óTarzanô course and tree slung óhorrorsô were still at the forefront of my 

memory. I certainly did not want a desperate wire slung river crossing in the middle of a freezing cold, 

dark, sleet ridden night. I waded the freezing waters. If only I had known, the bridge was there and had 

been for some three years. 
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Corrour has played many cards in my memories of the Munros. Looking back, I am 

amazed at just how much activity I have sometimes managed to squeeze into the 24 

hours of a single day. In August 2002, I decided to return to the Cairngorms and renew 

my acquaintance with the high peaks of this often-desolate plateau. Leaving home (Lunt 

Village) I made very good progress up to and past Glasgow. The weather was okay, and 

I was continually considering options as I drove onwards. As I progressed towards 

Braemar and saw very reasonable weather I decided to ignore any introduction climbs 

and head straight to the Linn of Dee and take it from there. It was very hot in Braemar 

(80f+) and this should have set off alarm bells regarding the forthcoming weather I was 

to experience. Heat like this is invariably followed by monstrous summer rainstorms. I 

took my time getting ready amongst the trees and included enough gear for a two-night 

stay. No tent; this would have to be a bothy stop or a night out in the open. I left the car 

at 12.30 and cycled up the mountain track to Derry Lodge in serious heat. Leaving my 

bike behind the mountain rescue hut I set off up Glen Luibeg along the good track. No 

midges, in fact I hardly considered them. I forded the river just before the bridge 

(Luibeg Bridge) and continued around the south-east slopes of Carn a Mhaim. It was 

hot work and with a full load progress was slow. As height was gained the views 

opened even if the shimmering haze prevented distant glimpses of the Cairngorm 

mountains. Shortly before 4 pm I reached the top of Carn a Mhaim and looked along the 

impressive ridge leading eventually to Ben Macdui. The scene to the west was also 

impressive with the cliffs of the Devils Point showing up well. Far below I could clearly 

see the stones of Corrour bothy. I rested up for quite a while before setting off along the 

(unusual for the Cairngorms) ridge leading north north-west. The going was easy but 

there was still a serious amount of ascent to be undertaken. As I reached the col between 

the two Munros I considered making a brew using rather 'ódodgy'ô looking water in a 

still pool on a flat depression. However, as I was considering the merits of this a slight 

drizzle set in and I decided to carry on without refreshment. I climbed the slopes to the 

south-east of Allt Clach nan Taillear and slowly plodded on and upwards. I stripped 

down and put on just my cagoule. It was only a fine drizzle, but the humidity was 

extreme and it took a long time to reach the col at GR 996987. Here I turned north-west 

across the gentler slopes to reach the top of the second highest mountain in Britain. At 

first I was in cloud and mist, but eventually it began to thin and some reasonable views 

were obtained I could see over to Cairngorm and considered the route across the 

unforgiving plateau. A very dangerous place to be especially for anyone who did not 

have a good sense of direction and more importantly a good compass.  

On Saturday November 21st 1971 a disaster of the most horrendous nature unfolded just 

some few hundred yards away from where I was sitting. It was an early winter and 

bitterly cold air streams had been blowing in from the north. A party of youngsters were 

carrying out an ambitious route march across the high plateau. Two groups had been 

formed and they had slightly different objectives before arranging to meet up at 

Rothiemurchus Bailey Bridge at 4 pm on the Sunday. Leaving the Cairngorm car park 

before noon on the Saturday the two groups intended to cross over the top of 

Cairngorm, Ben Macdui and down Allt Clach nan Taillear to Corrour bothy. The 

stronger group were to return the next day over Cairn Toul, Braeriach and Coire Gorm 

to the Sinclair hut in the Lairig Ghru. The second weaker group were to proceed direct 

over the pass to the Rothiemurchus rendezvous. As the weather forecast was not good 

alternatives were built into the plan. Hereby were sown the seeds of a disaster that chills 

the heart of any mountain person. 
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Both groups started together and after eating their packed lunches at Ptarmigan they 

split up. The stronger group of 8 teenagers led by Ben Beattie left first2. Hindsight is a 

wonderful thing. If only they had all stuck together. The second group of 6 teenagers led 

by Cathy Davidson and Shelagh Sunderland left shortly after. They were seen on the 

summit of Cairngorm at approx. 1.30 pm They were also spotted slightly later heading 

for Cairn Lochan in weather that was getting progressively worse. This was the 

commencement of a scenario that was haunting in its outcome 

Late on the Sunday Ben Beattie arrived back at Glenmore Lodge to report that Cathy 

Davidson had not made the 4 pm rendezvous. He further reported that after leaving 

Cairngorm he had met up with horrendous conditions on the high plateau and had been 

persuaded to implement an alternative plan. He reached the Curran bothy late in the 

afternoon and found it almost completely covered in snow. Once safely inside with his 

group he obviously considered the plight of the other group which were some time 

behind and almost certainly somewhere on the featureless plateau. Other bothies did 

exist in the area and he presumed that Cathy had led her group to the shelter of one of 

those. The night was awesome and in the morning the gale was even fiercer. So much 

so that after digging themselves out Ben took his group down the March Burn and 

eventually reached the rendezvous very late at 5.30 pm.  

Cathy Davidson was not there. Obviously alarm bells rang but as in many cases the 

severity of the situation was not immediately realised. Search parties were sent out into 

the blizzard to check out several of the bothies in the area. It is just conceivable the 

existence of these bothies might well have diluted the real seriousness of the situation. 

óClutching at wild strawsô might well be a consideration at this point. The following 

morning the party had still not turned up and now it was obvious something was really 

wrong. A helicopter was scrambled but it found flying conditions of the most serious 

nature. The terrain was checked without success and after a 30-mile detour caused by 

turbulence in the Lairig Ghru they arrived at Glenmore Lodge for further 

considerations. It was decided to fully check out the remaining bothies at Ryvoan, 

Nethy, Fords of Avon, St. Valery and Curran as well as checking out emergency routes 

of descent from the plateau. Nothing emerged and whilst over the storm swept plateau 

all that could be seen was a featureless expanse of powdered snow with a recorded 

temperature of minus ten. Almost at the last moment before return something was 

spotted on the ground and quickly it was ascertained to be a body; and what was more 

important it was moving. The next moments were traumatic in the extreme as the 

helicopter was put in grave danger whilst two crew were deposited a short distance 

away. The casualty was picked up and it was found to be Cathy Davidson in an 

advanced state of hypothermia and with frozen solid severely frost-bitten hands. She 

was totally confused but managed to indicate that the rest of the group were buried close 

to the point of pick up. In the ensuing rescue attempt seven more bodies were recovered 

but sadly all but one were dead.  

One of the helicopter crew put this tragic event into final perspective. Mountain rescue 

members usually place bodies into bags and on this occasion as the crewman was 

kneeling on the cabin floor ready to receive he turned the bag over and could clearly see 

 
2 Having survived the 1971 disaster on the Cairngorm plateau Ben Beattie met his own fate some 7 years 

later. The 30-year-old instructor who had been married only six months fell more than 3,000 ft. while 

attempting a new route on the 24,391 ft. Nanda Devi East. A rescue team took three hours to recover his 

body from deep snow and he was buried on the mountain, His grave was marked by a simple cross. 
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the inside through a clear view panel. As it was placed on the floor he reached over to 

turn it around. He found himself staring into the open eyes of a terrified young girl.  

I was certainly not suffering from cold but with an abundance of cloud and mist I was 

fully aware of the possibility of straying away from the desired route. Again, my mind 

was fully occupied. Eighty two years ago, the very spot where I rested was witness to a 

series of events almost as awesome as the tragic demise of the poor schoolgirls.  

In May 1934 three men had reached the top of Macdui from Coire Etchachan. Initially 

the weather had been clear even if a rising wind was blowing in from the south. There 

has been some doubt as to the actual time that they reached the summit but there is no 

doubt about the tragic consequences that followed. One of the party, Charles Smith, had 

intended to descend from the top in order to reach Corrour bothy, whilst the other two, 

Norman Macleod and John Lawrie, were aiming to return to their rucksacks which they 

had left behind a marked cairn near Loch Etchachan. Tragically they had left their 

compasses within the rucksacks. Shortly after reaching the top they separated and went 

their different ways. 

Charles Smith described how a storm rose out of a clear sky. At the inquiry Smith stated 

that they had reached the top about 9.30 in the morning. Very quickly into his descent 

the weather changed with a vengeance. As he was going down to the Lairig Ghru 

visibility changed as if a blanket had been dropped before his eyes. He could not see 

more than a yard in front. He had to walk with his compass held precariously and every 

now and then he slipped on the icy surface. In grave desperation, he wondered what was 

happening to Macleod and Lawrie who at that moment were very probably still on the 

summit of the mountain. 

I sat there on the murky but generally mild summit and thought hard about the two poor 

souls who attempted a descent without a compass. The outcome was almost inevitable 

and lead to the death of Macleod and the desperate trials of Lawrie in his attempt to 

raise assistance. My thoughts continually returned to the possibility of a storm arriving 

with such speedy and unexpected fury. I had always considered storms to give at least 

some warning but on reflection I could remember from my own summit memories 

many occasions when benign conditions disappeared to be almost immediately replaced 

by dark clouds of potential death. The list is compounded by endless Himalayan 

experiences when oncoming storms caused the demise of many of our top professional 

climbers. 

All this contemplation was affecting me as I left the summit plateau sometime after 7 

pm I traced my upward route back to the col but this time I descended alongside the 

stream (south-west). It was still drizzling, and the sky was very dull. I struggled on 

down and was so relieved to reach the valley floor and the well-marked path of the 

Lairig Ghru. My descent had been highlighted by the impressive views of the crags of 

Cairn Toul and I could easily make out the rising slopes to my right that ascended to the 

pools of Dee. Now on the valley floor disappointment set in as I found the path difficult 

to negotiate. It was very rocky with lots of standing water to overcome. It seemed to 

take a very long time to cover the 2 km. down the river valley to the crossing giving 

access to the bothy. As I approached there did not seem to be any movement in the 

environs of the shelter but just as I reached the bridge I  noticed one person leave for 

probably a toilet break. I arrived at the bothy very damp and very tired. After all I had 

arisen at 5 am, driven 400 miles and cycled 5 km. with a climb up to 4,200 ft. Not bad 

for a 59-year-old. 
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I opened the door and was surprised to see two couples hiding under netting or 

whatever. Surely, I was not that much of an ogre. Suddenly they óhit meô. The curse of 

Scotland; the dreaded midge. Until that moment I had not noticed them but now they 

were a thick cloud. More seriously they were inside and definitely in the mood for 

biting. I could see that the bothy could only accommodate 6, maybe 8 at a push so I set 

out my ground mat alongside the door. Tired though I was and hungry as well, after five 

minutes of getting out of damp uncomfortable clothing I declined to attempt cooking 

whilst being eaten alive. I just crawled into my bivvy sack and tried to get comfortable 

on the cold hard stone floor. One couple were in their fifties the other a young foreign 

couple. 

I lay there desperately attempting to reach the blessed escape of sleep. I must admit I 

was inwardly cross that my co bothy folk had allowed this situation to accrue. Why had 

the door been left open? Why had not care been taken to keep the biting menace at bay? 

After all these were classic midge conditions. Damp, mild, no wind and food in the 

guise of people. Once again, my mind was back in top gear. 

When I left the Royal Marines after nine years service in the 1960ôs I was often asked 

what I most missed now I was back in ócivvyô Street. My answer was always the same. 

Characters. Probably more accurately eccentrics. Within the services (1961) almost 

everyone was a character in some way or other. No-one seemed to have a ónormalô 

name. I was always Scouse and anyone from the good land up north was Jock. Wales 

added the óTaffsô and a Janner was a native of the lovely land to the south west. Even 

surnames were eliminated. Clarkes became Nobby, Wright was always Shiner. Bungy 

Williams, Smudge Smith, Jumper Collins; the list was endless. Back in so called society 

everyone seemed to be almost similar. The greatest concern was the accumulation of 

pointless material possessions. Obsession for what might well be considered worthless 

junk when one considers the rape of the very home we all depend on for existence. A 

pretentious 4x4 BMW and a glorified house complete with wide screen television 

balanced against the beauty and necessity of planet earth without which none of these 

worthless items would be of any value whatsoever. 

I had come to this bothy to get away from the shallow people of the crass urban sprawl 

that is inextricably spreading out to engulf our beautiful countryside. Why had my 

bothy cohabitants failed to do the simplest of simple tasks? Keep out the midge? 

Maybe I was being cruel. Just possibly they did not realise that to give an inch to a 

biting midge is akin to a welcome mat with greetings of delicious food in the guise of 

fresh warm human blood.  

The night was uncomfortable. That is putting it mildly. The elder man snored like an 

elephant on heat (if elephants do snore) and inside my bivvy sack it was muggy and 

restricted. Outside the biting midge patrolled with ferocity.  

Daylight could not come quickly enough. I craved for sleep, but I wanted to be away as 

soon as possible. Early in the morning I crawled out to quickly get dressed. A quick 

brew and a pot noodle (horrendous !!!) were followed by a quick exit. I had more than 

my fair share of midge bites. The older couple were intending to climb Beinn Bhrotain 

whilst the younger ones asked me about Ben Macdui. I informed them of my previous 

evening ascent.  

I made rapid progress up into Coire Odhar in an attempt to outrun the midge. It was hot 

and sultry even though it was still very early morning. I regretted using the bothy. With 

hindsight, a bivvy on the open slopes higher up would have been preferable. But this 
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was with later knowledge. The weather had stayed fine all night, but it might easily 

have been different. Just possibly an open night might have been pure purgatory 

penance. As I climbed to the top of Coire Odhar I could not but think of Baird and 

Barrie doing the same back in 1928 also in good conditions. For them the conditions 

were to turn with a vengeance and within the day they would be dead3. On reaching the 

top of the coire I cached my rucksack and made the short ascent to the summit of the 

Devils Point. This is a very good viewpoint and the slopes down to the south and east 

are almost vertical. On regaining my rucksack, I slowed down and did decide to have a 

brew. No midges up here and it was comfortable to sit in the warmth of the morning and 

enjoy a hot cup of tea. A ócuppaô at 10 óishô was more than appropriate as the way 

forward looked more than a little stroll.  

Setting off again I made slow but steady progress until I reached the rim of the huge 

corrie (Coire an t- Saighdeir) with Cairn Toul rising on the far side. To reach the top the 

way was around the corrie rim and up the final steep slopes. Cairn Toul is an impressive 

viewpoint and after a long stop I negotiated the steep drop north-west to the col where I 

left my rucksack before climbing up the short slope to Sgor an Lochain Uaine (The 

Angels Peak.) The third Munro of the day was also an impressive viewpoint. The cliffs 

and plateau of Braeriach showed up particularly well and the descent and re- ascent was 

not too great even if the distance across the plateau would be somewhat tiring. At this 

stage, I was not really sure of my plans. One was to bivvy out at the Shelter Stone near 

Loch Avon, but this looked rather ambitious considering the long distances and ascent 

to be covered. To be honest I was fair óbushedô and the thought of a long traverse across 

Braeriach and then Ben Macdui again dimmed my mind. Also, I could see ominous 

clouds gathering away to the south-east and distant rumbles of thunder were coming in 

softly from the direction of Braemar. I met a man and his son on the summit of the 

Angels Peak and they told me they had ascended from Glenmore and were headed back 

across the Lairig Ghru. They wanted to climb Cairn Toul on the way back. They also 

noticed the approaching dark clouds but as yet we were still in warm sunshine.  

They went on ahead and I followed behind. I saw them climbing the upper slopes to the 

summit of Cairn Toul. On reaching the col I took up my rucksack and dropped down 

towards Lochan Uaine. I lost height quickly and kept looking up to the north-east spur 

of Cairn Toul and the route of descent of the other two. All around me were crags and 

cliffs but there was always a break in the wall and I descended at speed; always 

remembering that a slip here would be very serious indeed as I was well off any óbeaten 

 
3 A story of more desperation and misery it is hard to imagine. On December 29th 1927 Thomas Baird 

and Hugh Alexander Barrie set off from Whitewell for an expedition into the heart of the Cairngorms. 

They intended to stay over at the lonely remote bothy of Corrour. The weather was doubtful, and a lot of 

snow lay in the Lairig Ghru. Once they left Whitewell they walked out of this world and were never seen 

again as living beings. The veil that was drawn over their sad lives was not quite as total as was thought. 

Almost like the strange, tragic and weird disappearance of Sir John Franklin and his doomed party in the 

search for the mysterious North-West passage. Small clues and notes had been discovered. A message in 

a cairn told of the horrors of Sir Johnôs fate. Three months after the bodies of Baird and Barrie had been 

discovered a rucksack was found in the melting winter snows. Baird had kept a brief and almost illegible 

diary of their activities. It outlined the very misery of their stay in the by now very sparse and bare bothy. 

It was indeed a cold and cheerless place.  

On the morning of January 1st, they left their cold shelter and set out on a return journey they would 

never complete. It was a bright if cold early morning, but wicked storm clouds were óbrewingô to the 

west. Their journey across the Cairn Toul- Braeriach plateau turned into a nightmare from which they 

could not escape. Barrie expired at the head of Gleann Einich just several hundred yards from the shelter 

of the upper bothy. Baird struggled on for another 3km before he too collapsed just a short distance from 

the safety of the lower bothy. 
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wayô. A slope of scree facilitated a quick last descent and I found myself at the bottom 

at GR 970985 on the wrong side of the river from the main Lairig Ghru path. I rested up 

as I had noticed the other two higher up the ridge and I waited until they reached me. 

We had a long chat about mountains and whatever and during this talk it was more 

noticeable that the weather was changing. Even bigger rumbles of thunder were rising 

from the south-east and the sky was now a dark angry black in that direction. I jokingly 

remarked that this was ómy wayô. I had made my decision and after all the height loss 

there was no turning back. My friends departed towards the north into the clearer 

weather that still graced the sky and left me to contemplate the long distance back to 

Linn of Dee. They crossed the river immediately, but I progressed downstream for a 

while which was a mistake. Eventually I had to cross and I got a foot soaking as further 

downstream there was a greater volume of water. I was annoyed but with what was to 

come this was indeed a minor irritation.  

Reaching the track, I struggled along and passed Corrour bothy again. It is some 

distance from the path and of course on the opposite side of the river. I saw several 

people making their way towards it and thought to myself that I did not envy their 

midge ridden stay whatsoever. However, just ten minutes later I was turning the corner 

and walking into the bowels of an ominous storm with the sky by now a black cauldron 

of thunder and lightning. The path seemed to go on forever and it took an eternity to 

slant past Carn a Mhaim and I was becoming depressed. Thunder roared in the sky but 

as yet it was still dry. I was so glad to reach Glen Luibeg and declined the diversion to 

the bridge opting to make an improvised crossing. Certainly this would not have been 

possible a little time later. It was now that the sky ócaved inô just as I passed a tent on 

the riverbank with the occupants diving desperately for cover. The rains came, and it 

poured down in torrents. I had been fortunate. Within minutes the river became a raging 

torrent. I continued down the track and being wet I could get no wetter and so long as 

lightning did not strike me it was merely great discomfort. Never had I seen rain like 

this before. Not even in the jungles of Borneo or lower slopes of Kilimanjaro. As I 

approached Derry Lodge I was amazed to see a large party heading towards me going to 

where I had just been. It was a party of teenagers who were obviously with leaders. As I 

waited for them to file past I asked a girl at the end of the line where they were headed. 

She said ñCorrour.ò I did not say anything. She looked very sad indeed and very, very 

wet. I knew Corrour was probably full as it only holds 8 or so and I had seen at least 4 

people heading there earlier. The thought of putting up tents in a torrent like this made 

me feel very sorry. I later found out that they were on a Duke of Edinburgh award task. 

I can still see the sadness in the girlôs face today. They were going to really earn their 

award on this evening. I reached Derry Lodge and took up my trusty bike and made the 

wet descent in thirty minutes. Arrival at the car was most welcome but here the 

problems really started in earnest. The rain cascaded down with greater ferocity and 

when I drove away the river was a raging torrent of broiling water. Just past Inveray the 

road was under two feet of water that was pouring off the hillside. A classic flash flood. 

More water than any surface could cope with. On my left was the roaring mass of water 

in the river and to my right a continual sheet of water was adding its strength to the 

flow. I realised that to stall here would probably be fatal. The water was over my car 

wheels and it was a nerve wracking 5 minutes before I reached higher ground and found 

a drier road surface. I drove on into Braemar and discovered all the accommodation had 

been taken and my only real prospect of a bed was the small hostel beyond Inveray. 

This meant another drive through the torrent I had just passed. On arrival back at this 

point I found the road by now impassable. I drove back and crossed the river by the 

bridge that leads to a private estate which was used by Queen Victoria many years ago. 
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This gave me access to Inveray and on arrival at the hostel I was delighted to take up the 

last remaining bed. This is a basic hostel. Outside loos, no showers and no hot water; 

but it did have beds, and this is what I wanted more than anything.  

The next day there was little sign of the horrendous rains of the previous evening. It had 

been the flash flood of all time?  

Corrour today has changed. Increasing numbers of people have led to increasing 

amounts of waste. This has brought about the problem of pollution and in the early 21st 

century the bothy was somewhat modernised with the luxury of a sleeping platform. It 

also has an attached long drop composting loo where it is hoped the rate of 

decomposing exceeds the rate of use. Still the same bothy and still the same location but 

now a more practical unit considering the expansion of usage as the numbers of 

climbers increases year on year. 

My long journey of bothy nights had commenced all those years ago. It had all started at 

Corrour and my lonely stopovers over a span of some fifty years were to follow. 

Memories. So very many of them. 

 

 

Figure 1: Old Corrour bothy, some twenty years ago 
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Figure 2: Corrour bothy in the process of upgrade 

 

 

Figure 3: New toilet at Corrour [2011] 
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Figure 4: The cosy interior of Corrour bothy [2006] 

Corryhully  ï the good and the evil of the human race 

Towards the end of my Munro journey another bothy epic took place. It had 

commenced with a somewhat frustrating day as I had only managed one of what is 

usually regarded as a two Munro óbagô. Leaving Glen Finnan with a full rucksack, 

shouldered with apprehension, I walked under the impressive viaduct and made 

progress along the estate track. The weather was okay, but the tops had a covering of 

cloud. After a ómonsoonô the previous day this was indeed Mediterranean weather. I 

reached Corryhully bothy at noon. and left all my heavy gear (sleeping bag, food etc.) I 

chose Sgurr Thuilm as my target and the ascent was made without difficulty other than 

the ómarchingô of the clock. The onward ridge to Sgurr nan Coireachan is not a gentle 

stroll and there are many ups and downs. This was December and daylight was in short 

supply. A pity not to climb two Munros but a plan to climb nan Coireachan from Glen 

Pean sometime in the future more than compensated for the omission. After all it was 

not a race.  

It was getting very dark as I reached the bothy. The interior was rectangular with a 

fireplace at both ends. Two wood benches provided sleeping areas, but the bare walls 

and stone floor gave it a cold feel. 

I really did not have to stay. After all, the road was a mere hour away but maybe the 

morrow would give me the second Munro. And there was electric light in the form of a 

single bulb. As I reached the bothy a Landrover driven by the estate manager arrived. 

We had a long chat and he showed me how to switch on the electricity. I quickly went 

outside to gather some wood for the fire but it was not easy as everything was so very 

wet. I did find a few firelighters and commenced the onerous and probably vital task. I 
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was fighting a losing battle and despair was setting in. Another fifteen hours of this cold 

gloom was certainly no attraction. 

I heard the Landrover returning. The estate manager brought me a bag containing logs 

and some cardboard. What amazing kindness. I must have impressed him or something 

as this was a lifesaver. I thanked him profusely and got to work on the fire. Ten minutes 

later I had a roaring blaze going. The oil residue in the bag gave the flames just enough 

boost to initiate the burn. I smashed up a very wet pallet that I had discovered outside 

and it was soon steaming away to provide future fuel for my lifesaving fire. 

 

 

Figure 5: The warm end of Corryhully bothy 

 

It was totally dark by 4.30 and tots of rum were accompanied by stew, mushy peas and 

soup. By 8 I had nothing else to do and decided to turn in even though it would be a 

thirteen-hour sojourn. The fire had the bothy snug and warm. Well at least at my end. 

The other end was cold and very very damp. 

By 10 pm The wind was rising. At first with serious gusts but eventually with 

frightening force that threatened to blow the windows in. This was accompanied by 

driving rain that even beneath the solid stone walls of the bothy was a continuous 

pounding on the roof. The noise of the periodic gusts did not enhance sleep and it 

proved to be a very long night. The fire had disappeared by midnight but within my 

sleeping bag I was not particularly cold. 

The morning was awesome. The stream outside was a raging torrent and rain was 

sheeting down with a vengeance. Nothing could have persuaded me to ascend anything 

on this day. I kitted up and was away from the bothy by 10. Sgurr nan Coireachan could 
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wait for another day.  

As I walked away on the solid surface of the estate road I thought back to the previous 

evening and the amazing thoughtfulness of my benefactor.  

Every day I hear about events that almost terrify me. Things that human beings are 

doing out there. The massive levels of evil that can sometimes be attained. What is it 

about the human species? Capable of so much good and beauty. Capable of almost 

unbelievable achievement. The nuclear physicist. A brilliant surgeon and a musician 

with mind boggling skills on the piano, violin whatever. Consider Shakespeare, Chopin 

or even a fantastically talented sportsperson. Individuals with so much talent skill and 

expertise. The contrast is horrific. Certain beings are capable of despairing cruelty. 

Paedophiles, terrorists, murderers and people who have sub-zero consideration for just 

about anything else that might share our home on planet earth. The genius is relatively 

rare. The vast majority of us are mere mortals, whatever that might mean. I am 

attempting to identify the awesome gap within our species. The brilliant mind 

contrasted with humans living in an environment no better and quite likely much worse 

than those of thousands of years ago.  

Could it be that just some of us are flawed? I considered the car production line. All 

brand new and shiny. Some will motor on for years and years whilst others will óconk 

outô quickly much to the disgust of the once proud owner. Good cars and the rogue 

vehicle. There are so many people on earth that it is inevitable there will be a huge 

range and massive hierarchy of talent.  

If the gaps become too wide it is a sure thing that problems will óroll inô. The privileged 

really should watch out. Millions are starving out there. Millions have nothing. Millions 

have nothing to lose. The history of revolution tells us what can (and probably will) 

happen. So, we must narrow the differentials. The rich must look out for the poor. But 

will this happen? I very much doubt it. Greed and self-interest will almost certainly play 

its hand. The self-imposed idea of self-importance. 

But as individuals we are merely a grain of sand in an infinitesimal desert. 

Unfortunately, too many grains of sand. There are too many humans on earth and our 

planet cannot sustain this enormous increase. In my time as a teacher I used to teach 

about demography mainly to disinterested unconcerned youngsters who were more 

interested in boyfriends, football or their next night out drinking.  

But if we do accept the present population to be circa 8 billion, unless the huge yearly 

increase is curbed we are in for big trouble. The power of exponential increase is 

awesome.  

 

Consider a number. Let us pick the easiest.  

Number 1. 

If we were to double it and then double the result and continue to do this the 

number would obviously grow. 

So what?  

But imagine we do this for a while. Say 64 times. Not a huge increase, is it?? 

Have you any idea what the end number would be? Not too large surely. It goes 

like thisééé 

1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, 128, 256, 512, and so on.  

Do it 64 times.  

The answer is eighteen and a half quintillion. The number is  
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18.5,000,000,000,000,000,000.  

Try it for yourself if you have the time. 

Right as I write this the population of planet earth is doubling approx. every 40 

years.  

See for yourself 

2007   8 billion     2047   16 billion   2087   32 billion etc. etc.  

Earth cannot sustain such an increase. 

 

It cannot go on. And of course it will not. If there are too many numbers of any example 

species we as the ñmastersò ?? of this planet initiate a cull. Too many deer in Scotland? 

Our answer for the good of the species -cull them. Go out and slaughter them with guns. 

It is for their own good is it not? Or maybe it is a ócop outô for people who derive 

pleasure out of killing animals with high-powered rifles. How brave!! 

We must control population increase.4 The planet cannot host a never-ending increase in 

humankind. If we do not impose control nature will.  

An asteroid collision 

HIV 

A tsunami of massive proportions.  

We are not bigger than nature though we sometimes think we are. The arrogance of the 

human species ókicks inô again. If we do not tackle the problems we are causing, we 

shall reap the results of our arrogance. Dinosaurs ruled for 180,000 years; yet they are 

no more. And sadly, if we foul up we take everything with us. 

I reached my car very wet and very tired but very sure in my mind about aspects of 

human nature. Good, bad and downright evil. 

I had survived my night because of a little goodness. 

The problem of overpopulation is leading to an increase in anti-social behaviour as 

people in parts of our crowded planet jostle for space. Not only that, an ageing 

population puts greater strain on care facilities and raises the problem of who is going to 

pay for all this required service Schools are under immense strain as ever-increasing 

students (inflamed by large immigration numbers) just cannot cope.  

I can remember back to the 1990ôs, whilst teaching in Liverpool. An influx of 

refugee children were brought into the city. They obviously all required a place in 

an educational establishment. Most of the poor children were from Somalia and 

were completely out of place in their new environment. I can still see one such 

pupil who was struggling so hard to fit in without the necessary knowledge of the 

English language. I had to spend almost 70% of my time looking after this little 

fellow whilst other students from Garston, Allerton and Woolton were by 

requirement somewhat neglected. I shall never forget a staff meeting in which the 

headteacher praised the efforts of the teachers in carrying out this Government 

 
4 Everything is ongoing. Time does not stand still. On the subject of population, I have just read an 

interesting article from someone who has recently passed out of the news ólimelight.ô Jeremy Paxman was 

always known for his ability to skewer squirming politicians with his relentless questioning. Today 

(December 17 2016) he writes, ñThere are far too many of us crammed onto this planet, and some sort of 

sensible family planning is urgently needed ñPaxman does not offer a solution to the problem that in 

reality affects us all. Does he really have to? It surely is acceptable for anyone to raise a vital issue 

without necessarily offering the way out. 



17 

 

policy of integration of students from different parts of the world. Yes, it was all so 

good and commendable but was it funded? No, it was not. I struggled within the 

classroom and so did all the other óordinaryô teachers. I raised it all at a staff 

meeting with the grandiose opening. 

ñIt is alright for the senior management and politicians to claim credit for what in 

reality is a commendable action.ò 

However, it is the ordinary teacher who must carry out this policy without the necessary 

resources or considerations of time restraints. The reaction was as expected.  

My promotion chances went out of the window.  

To conclude with Paxman.  

Why do all our bigwig conservationists talk about protecting the planet ï none will 

talk about UKôs environmental disaster ï overpopulation. 

Who cares. I retired and went mountain climbing.  

Bynack Stable ï company ï solitude - awkward eccentricity?  

Bynack More was one of the very few hills I have had to make two attempts to reach the 

summit. Whilst staying in Aviemore during a bitterly cold January I badly wanted this 

peak to complete the Cairngorm Munros. Very large amounts of snow had fallen over 

the previous days and the mountains were very much ódressedô in winter attire. The 

going was fine until I arrived at Bynack Stable in good time. This was an old tin shed, 

windproof and weather resistant. The way ahead looked grim as clouds hovered at about 

700m. and it was cold beyond belief. Why was I here?? 

Nevertheless, I was on time for an ascent before obvious darkness at probably 3.30 

óishô. After crossing the stream by the wooden bridge, I commenced the steep slopes in 

a south -easterly direction. At first there was a path of trodden firm snow negotiable 

with no problems. My spirits raised a little but after several hundred yards this optimism 

disappeared as the new snow cover became more comprehensive. Also because of the 

previous very cold temperatures no thawing or re-freezing had taken place. Everything 

was still fresh powder snow. Suddenly progress became ridiculously slow. Every two 

steps saw me sink up to my thighs in deep snow. It took huge efforts to extract myself 

every time it happened. By 12.30 I had been going for over two hours and was still only 

at an altitude of 650m. At this rate on this slope, with no change of conditions, it would 

take me hours to reach the final slopes leading to the summit. Depression and frustration 

set in. I was loath to stop but my current progress was only a hundred yards or so in 

thirty minutes. The weather was threatening, and no views could be seen above 700m. 

After a long stop and a calculation that I would still be high on the mountain when light 

faded I decided to carry on a little further to see if the deep snow would ópan outô. 

Maybe it would have done so on the higher exposed slopes but for fifteen minutes I 

wallowed in deep powder making just 50 yards progress.  

I decided I had had enough and turned back. Not often do I do this but I did console 

myself with the opportunity to make a closer investigation of the two local bothies. I 

ceased to climb just short of the plateau before the Lairig ïan Laoigh path begins to 

drop towards the Ford of Avon refuge. About 1km. short of point 810m. GR approx. 

037095.  

The return was now leisurely and I had a good look at Ryvoan bothy. It is an impressive 

building offering good weatherproof shelter. Not for me on this occasion. I headed back 

towards Glenmore Lodge as darkness fell and the temperature plummeted. The weather 
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did not improve and at no time after I turned back did the dark cloud level rise above 

700m. Bynack More had won this skirmish, but it bugged me greatly and a month later I 

was to return to exorcise this happening.  

In the first week of February heavy snow had fallen all over the highlands and I could 

not resist. A superb ascent of Ben Challum was followed by a climb on Sgorr Dhonuill. 

It was on this summit that I ñswamò through deep powder snow to eventually reach the 

cairn. I was rewarded with superb views over scores of snow covered tops. I drove to 

Aviemore hoping to partake in some ski-ing . If the roads had all been blocked surely 

the ski slopes must be well covered. When I arrived at 2 .30 pm I was amazed to see the 

Cairngorms not plastered in snow, merely patches spread out across the slopes. The ski 

reports were not good.  

Where had all the snow gone? Apparently, the thaw of the previous night had taken 

away much of the unconsolidated snow and during the morning much more had 

evaporated. I was annoyed but nevertheless I drove to Cairngorm Lodge hostel and 

enjoyed a good evening. 

The following day the weather was okay. A bit grey with a slight wind but the tops were 

clear especially the eastern part of the Cairngorms. I asked the lads in the hostel about 

ski-ing and concluded that it might well be restricted. Therefore, Bynack More was to 

be the target with the very real opportunity to erase my turning back on this mountain 

just a few weeks before. 

I got an early start and left my car at Glenmore Lodge early in the morning. Walking 

along the forest track I noticed the snow was not as deep as it had been previously but 

when I reached the path break after the Ryvoan Pass my problems really started. My big 

dread had been the upper slopes being covered in the soft powder snow conditions I had 

found last time. Now it was the lower slopes that posed the big problem. The path was 

deep in slush with sometimes massive drifts alongside. This solved a lot of unanswered 

questions. Obviously, the wind had been ultra-strong during the blizzard and the snow 

had drifted into huge piles leaving other parts of the mountain almost clear of snow. 

This was the cause of limited ski. Plenty of snow indeed, but most of it was piled in one 

place instead of being spread across the whole piste. My progress along the track was 

very slow with 1200 metres causing such a long painful and very wet experience. I 

resorted to walking through the heather alongside the path to avoid the wet morass 

before the welcome sight of Bynack Stable was seen up ahead. 

The mountain ahead looked okay and the outline of the Lairig an Laoigh could easily be 

made out as the snow cover up ahead was sparse. I made good progress where last time 

I had been struggling with increasing desperation. I reached the flat ground before the 

summit slopes and reached the top of my Munro just after noon. It was very windy and I 

was looking into the óbowelsô of the Cairngorms. Dark threatening and very ominous 

clouds were sweeping in to hide from view the highest summits. I sat in the sparse 

shelter of the summit rocks thinking long and hard, wondering just what it might be like 

out there on the wild and desolate plateau. This was a very lonely place to be and I 

wondered just how close to me was another human being. A long way away but this 

certainly did not concern me at all. 

I arrived back at the óstableô late in the afternoon as the weather took a further turn for 

the worse. Laying out my sleeping bag on the wooden bench I dozed away an hour in 

satisfied contemplation. There was even some hay lying against the side of the shed. No 

fireplace but the cold and angry wind was kept well at bay I blocked off the small gaps 
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at the base of the corrugated iron walls. I was happy and dozed away for longer 

moments. 

 

 

Figure 6: The tragic and lonely stable on route to Bynack Mor 

Deep snow and a place of supreme contemplation. Sadly no more. 

 

I can take company or not take it.  

To be truthful I prefer to be alone.  

Solitude serenity and quality lone time. 

Bynack Stable was the perfect place for me to think it all out.  

I can still remember reading the words of my boyhood mentor the unique Alfred 

Wainwright. ñSolitary fellwalking is often roundly condemned, not by solitary fell 

walkers but by non- solitary fell walkers, including coroners.ò  

So much advice is given that one must walk with others. Take oneôs place in the middle 

of a sweating mass of humanity; the curse of the mountain scene; the large unwieldy 

group. The same is often said of lone camping, dossing or whatever. I am continually 

castigated for going out alone and sleeping out in the wilds often when no one else 

knows where I am. However, this is my choice. This is what I want. There is certainly 

more risk on a manic overcrowded motorway congested with sad pretentious egoistic 

specimens. Again Wainwright (a man of undeniable common sense) offers a valuable 

insight. He claims that the walker in a large group sees the mountains as prose. To the 

lone climber they are poetry. The lonely climber has nobody to talk to which Alfred 

claims is an advantage as there is no-one to talk back to him and interfere with 
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observation of the beauty all around. He concludes with the obvious claim that there is a 

huge difference between being lonely and being alone.  

It was now totally dark and the snow was falling on my tin shelter as I spread out a layer 

of hay to rest my sleeping bag upon. My usual ration of alcohol brought within a 

definite feeling of warmth. I had food, shelter and safety. What more could one ask? 

As the long night approached I delved further into the concept of being with others and 

the retention of links with other people. For many years after my school days I attended 

old boyôs association events. Possibly at first this was because it was the done thing. But 

then I began to challenge the whole concept of this happening. Did I really want to see 

my past school chums in a state of wear and tear and sometimes much worse? Did I 

want them to see the obvious change in myself? I found that the answer was negative.  

I stopped going.  

The same happened with my membership of ex service societies. HMS Bulwark 

Association became the Bulwark and Albion as members passed over the bar and 

overall totals diminished. It eventually became the Light Fleet Carriers Association and 

by this point I lost interest. 

I lapsed my membership of the Munro Society, The Joseph Williamson Society and 

even stopped going to my local pub because of the often banal and meaningless 

conversations that followed on and on. 

The following day was glorious and blue skies stretched from east to west and north to 

south. I slowly walked back across the snow and heather stopping for an extended spell 

on the banks of Lochan Uaine before the delightful walk through the pines and a return 

to civilisation. 

My recollections of Bynack Stable are very special. Sadly, it is no more as the whole 

structure was blown down in a ferocious storm in January 2005. It was ripped off its 

foundation and dumped 100 yards away upside down. My stopover had well preceded 

this fate and the controversy of the early 2,000ôs. The original hut had been burnt down 

many years before. It had always been known as Nethy hut or Pit Fyannich. Now the 

RSPB declared the tin hut surplus and wanted it pulled down. Many unsubstantiated 

claims had been made about the site being a cesspit and not dissimilar to a pigsty. I 

could never understand this. In my visits to the location I had always found it a 

delightful spot. Very few people ever stayed here. Ryvoan a much more substantial 

bothy was very close and a much more comfortable location. 

I had only stopped at the stable because I wanted to assure my óaloneness.ô  

And anyway, I have always been a rebel.  
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Figure 7: Ryvoan bothy in deep drifting snow 

 

 

 

Figure 8: The interior of Ryvoan bothy 15 years ago 

 



22 

 

Kinbreak ï Manôs inhumanity to animals 

I dislike the long and frustrating drive that takes you into true mountain country at the 

western end of Loch Arkaig. The road is very annoying as it is narrow and very 

undulating. It somehow seems to go on forever. Eventually Strathan is reached but this 

being a Sunday I found scores of cars parked up at the road end. I had now decided I 

was going to limit Sunday to a march in, to the lonely bothy at Kinbreak. Sgurr Mor 

could wait until Monday. Thus, everything was done at a leisurely pace and I drove 

back half a mile to find a satisfactory parking spot. It was after 11 am when I left the car 

in very hot sunshine and very high spirits. There are two routes that lead you into the 

remote Glen Kingie. In fact, this is a major problem involving an ascent of Sgurr Mor. 

There is a considerable distance to cover before you even put a foot on the mountain. I 

chose the route up Dearg Allt which was a very reasonable path being the right of way 

to Tomdoun. The heat was considerable and although the path gradient eased the way 

was long. On the wide flat bealach I met a girl who was óbaggingô Corbetts and we 

chatted for a full fifteen minutes. Sgurr Mhurlagain 880m to the right and Fraoch 

Bheinn 858m to the left did not tempt me. I made the long slow descent into Glen 

Kingie and arrived at the bothy at Kinbreak sometime around 3 pm.  

The bothy was more than I had hoped. A solid construction with a cobbled downstairs 

somewhat cold and miserable. A ladder led to the upper floor which was wooden based 

with a fireplace at one end and space for many sleeping bags throughout. A large bench 

was situated in front of the fireplace and the whole room gave out an aura of welcome. I 

could imagine a lonely climber finding this a very welcome sanctuary in foul weather. 

Today the weather was glorious, so I sat outside enjoying the views across to Sgurr Mor 

and beyond. The bothy was well stocked with firewood and although it was not 

necessary I had decided I would light a fire later in the evening. The hours passed 

slowly by and for a pleasant change I was in no hurry to do anything.  

In the late afternoon, I spotted another climber crossing the wide river valley and he 

appeared to have descended from the Corbett Sgurr an Fhuarain. He reached the bothy 

and it was good to share some company. It transpired he was on a long walk over these 

lonely hills aiming to meet up with a friend at the Quoich dam the next afternoon. He 

departed to put up his tent several hundred yards away but then returned for supper. We 

did light a fire and chatted away about mountains and bothies, politics and cars and girls 

and the weather  

The full Monty. 

My new friend departed to his tent and my bothy was both warm and welcoming and 

eventually offered me an ideal location for sound sleep.  

Another glorious day followed and I was up early as I had a long way to go. Leaving the 

bothy, I walked over to say farewell to Rob. He was sitting outside his tent thinking 

about his route out and over Gairich. I set off up the valley following a good path. It 

was some three miles before I reached the end of the valley and noticed that the path 

began to ascend steeply towards the col between An Eag and Sgurr Beag. This was a 

great path to walk as it had been constructed in long easy zig zags. Height was gained 

without any real effort and the path that led up to Sgurr Beag was covered in super 

quick time. I looked all around me and found it hard to believe that this top was not a 

Corbett. I worked out the contours carefully. The summit was 890m and the first 

bealach was at an altitude of approx. 670m. Okay on his side and looking ahead to 

Sgurr Mor the intervening depression was about 740m. Obviously there was very little 
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in it, but the map people must have got it right. Sgurr Beag feels like a real mountain 

but mathematics denies it any true status. I geared up for the final ascent to Sgurr Mor 

where I happily sat and enjoyed the views of mountains spread out in all directions 

around me. I was aware I was coming to the end of this particular venture and wanted to 

make the most of this memorable moment. I had been on the go for well over 14 days 

and I was well tired from all the efforts involved. I looked ahead and could see two 

people descending the ridge and after setting off it was not too long before I caught 

them up. They were camping in upper Glen Kingie and like myself were in their 60ôs. 

In such a lonely place, it was nice to share some pleasant company. It really made sense 

to claim this Corbett (Sgurr Fhuarain) as this was such a remote area and revisits might 

well be rare. At 901m the summit was not far short of Munro status and it was a good 

viewpoint clearly illustrating the fact that just a shift of a mile or so gives you a totally 

different perspective of the surrounding terrain. Moving from the summit it is best to 

travel east for a distance as crags are in evidence all around the east and north of this 

hill. After a mile, I left the other two and made a direct descent steeply to the valley 

floor over frustrating and somewhat difficult slopes. Once on the valley floor I made my 

way back to the bothy where I rested up and watched the other two slowly negotiate the 

valley path back to their tent.  

My bothy was still a lonely óshrineô and I was determined to make the most of my last 

night in the mountains before a return to so called normality. After replacing the fuel I 

had consumed the previous night I sat down and made a very real effort to eke out my 

diminishing supply of alcohol. Three good gulps of whisky and then joy beyond belief 

as I discovered an unknown hip flask right within the bowels of my trusty rucksack.  

No company tonight just thoughts and memories of my fifteen-day sojourn.  

Earlier I had heard distant gunshots possibly within the valley but more likely beyond 

the watershed. Almost certainly stalkers were in the act of taking life upon the slopes. 

I have always been an animal lover. I have written before that the world cannot be 

terminated by the frog or hedgehog; it certainly can by the greedy selfish human being. I 

fully accept that nature can be cruel, and this is indeed the intended way of existence. 

Birds of prey swoop on little mammals and cats torment mice. The list is endless, but 

the animal world does it for survival. Humans often do it under the obscene guise of 

sport. How brave to go out and slaughter beautiful animals so that the trophy can be 

exhibited as an example of achievement? Cave in a baby seals head so that some 

insipid, often-ugly woman can adorn her sad body with its beautiful fur. As 

Wainwright, wrote ñIt is a shocking indictment of humanity that wild animals and birds 

flee in fear at the approach of man who, endowed with superior intellect, abuses this gift 

by treating all other creatures as objects to be exploited as he wishes for his own benefit. 

Man is the bully, the biggest and cruellest predator of all.ò  

If anyone still has doubts as to mankindôs potential cruelty to animals do visit a 

slaughterhouse and witness the often-horrendous abuse many animals are subjected to 

in the final moments of their lives. Everyone seems to be delighted at the view of tiny 

lambs frolicking in a springtime meadow. Few realise that in just a few months time 

they will be subjected to a monstrous journey across the continent to have their throats 

split open to appease a foreign cultures desire for tasty meat.  

I do eat meat, so hypocrisy is an accusation that I seriously want to avoid. There must 

be a better way of carrying out many human actions.  



24 

 

Just a week ago I read in a newspaper a comment from the wife of one of our England 

football players after scenes of violence within the stadium. She was quoted as saying 

ñWe were caged like animals and treated like animalsò What a sickening comment. 

How arrogant. Animals should not be treated in any similar way. Compassion should be 

a concept for all living creatures.  

Whilst climbing in the Alps I was in the company of other climbers and in the process 

of an evening meal conversation strayed onto the subject of animal welfare. One of the 

climbers was quite adamant and declared in no uncertain terms that animals had no 

importance whatsoever. They were merely here so that they could be used (abused?) by 

humans. This moron went to church every Sunday and attended mass whenever he 

could. Yet he was a total arsehole. Hiding behind the skirts of his sick religion to 

authorise his sick opinions.  

God (if there is one) help him if his miserable existence should depend on my efforts for 

extraction from a threatening scenario. He would be well ófuckedô, as I would be 

placing my care at the feet of a frog or hedgehog. Incidentally the latter creature is 

almost becoming an endangered species as so many have lost their natural habitat 

because we concrete over our beautiful countryside. Or they have been mown down and 

squashed by ever increasing motorists.  

(Hedgehog population down from 30 million 1952 to 1 million today.) 

Suffice to say that particular climbing venture did not progress as intended. I left the 

group, became a loner, and went my own way.  

The final words go to Wainwright and they are words with which I totally concur.  

ñI have very little personal interest in what is going on in the world. I am a detached 

observer, not involved, keeping everybody and everything at armôs length. I am 

unperturbed by wars and have no time for party politics. My hackles only rise when I 

hear of cruelty to animals. Manôs cruelty to man is not my concern I live in a shell of 

my own making.ò  

I could not have worded it better.  

Barrisdale - there is nothing so strange as folk 

The walk from Kinloch Hourn to Barrisdale is indeed a joy. The weather Gods were 

certainly ódishing it outô as by 8 am the sun had been blazing out of a cobalt sky for 

many hours. The walk is not short and invariably people are carrying a heavy load for 

their potential stay at Barrisdale. There are many ups and downs as the path negotiates 

the shore side, however, the beauty of the walk cannot be denied. I met very many 

people who were walking out after their stopover and I kept my eye on the island Eilean 

Mhogh-sgeir as I made progress knowing that once I was just past this small islet I 

would be nearing halfway in distance. I passed the settlements of Skiary and Runival 

and eventually reached the point where the path drops down to the long beach of 

Barrisdale Bay. I had always wanted to visit this place and it did not disappoint me. 

Ladhar Beinn stood high above showing off her superb crags and corries. Once on the 

beachside path there is still a mile to walk to reach the few settlements, and by now I 

was tiring of carrying my heavy load.  

The bothy was a revelation. It had taps, two toilets and plenty of room for sleeping. 
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Figure 9: The luxury of a toilet at Barrisdale bothy. Two in fact 

 

There was obviously a group already in residence and I dumped my gear gratefully on 

one of the wooden benches and opened my bottle of wine. Just one large gulp was taken 

as I still had work to complete. Luinne Bheinn was to be the afternoon target. I watched 

with amusement as several lads pitched their tent outside the bothy. Certain difficulties 

were being experienced and we chatted in the warm sunshine. There were at least a 

dozen tents pitched on the small site. At 2 pm I set off for my hill along the good path 

that leads to Mam Barrisdale. I had walked to the bealach several years ago from Inverie 

and I was now about to link this last section of the Barrisdale -Inverie walk. Half way to 
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the bealach the lads who had been pitching their tent overtook me. They were on their 

way to Ladhar Bheinn but as my journey was shorter I was in no rush. I moved on 

south-east and climbed steadily upwards towards the complicated terrain of this very 

remote area. I actually walked past the summit ridge and climbed back to the Munro to 

reach the top cairn at 939m. It was gone 5pm and I lingered long on this fantastic 

viewpoint. The ridge or scramble over to Meall Buidhe looked every bit as óscramblyô 

as all the guide books state. Knoydart stretched out beneath my feet and I was so 

pleased to be in this magic place.  

The evening in the bothy was spent with good company and the chat and banter went on 

well past midnight. My bottle of wine was very gratefully consumed.  

Bothy people are good. At least that is my opinion. Just possibly there are some less 

than good bothy people out there. Very probably there are many who consider me a 

loose cannon with my often very controversial views on just about everything in life 

today.  

Sleep was difficult even after loads of physical effort. I had carefully observed the folk 

of the bothy as the pleasant evening had unfolded. Now I went a little further in my 

investigation about human characteristics.  

There is nothing so strange as folk! 

Have you ever watched people in your own supermarket in the process of buying just a 

newspaper? I have, and it intrigues me. Why do so many people not take the paper at 

the top of the pile? Why do so many delve into the lower levels in order to extract their 

purchase? It is a mystery. (Some have claimed it is done because the top copy might be 

spoiled, torn whatever.) I carried out my little research in Sainsburys by watching thirty 

good folks buying their Daily Mail, Times or Mirror. I had already placed the top six 

copies way beneath. 24 picked their paper from deep within the pile. Only 6 took the 

top copy. Can anyone help me work out why this is so? A mystery of human nature.  

But why.  

Supermarket car parks offer another insight into the mysteries of human nature. So 

many people insist on parking their often 4x4 monsters as close to the entrance door as 

possible. I always park at the very periphery of the car park for two very valid reasons. 

It is safer for the future of my car (dints and dents) and it offers just a little exercise as I 

make my merry way across the car park to make my purchases. Meanwhile the óclose to 

door parkersô waddle out their often-fat bodies with their fat bloated kids to purchase 

their often crap unhealthy food.  

Why? 

So often in these troubled times tragic events occur at an ever-increasing pace. Sadness 

reigns supreme and so very many people see their lives almost ripped apart with grief 

and concern. Many of these óincidentsô have nothing to do with nature. They are 

initiated by humankind and are so very preventable. These problems must be tackled at 

source. Investigate the causes of these evil acts. Prevention is better than so-called cure.  

My great concern is what happens after these troubled events have taken place.  

Horrendous accident. Put down flowers. 

It will be okay.  

A terrorist atrocity of a magnitude unimaginable. Put down flowers.  
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It will be okay.  

A perverted human being abuses the rights of another human in a manner almost too 

sick to relate.  

Put down flowers on the victimôs grave and it will be okay.  

Then this.  

ñOur hearts go out to the victimôs families, their loved ones.ò Of course they do. This 

goes without saying from basically decent people. Then we further hear ñSay a prayer 

and it will all be okay.ò  

Yes, these actions are harmless and to so very many people understandable. It might 

even alleviate some of the personal pain and misery. But does it really? It really is not 

okay. As I have said it is far better to get rid of the cause rather pander in ineffective 

floral gestures. With these the only real winners are the florists. Do we do all this floral 

crap to appease our consciences? Do we do it because everyone else does it?  

If so then we are in a bigger mess than I feared.  

Human beings can be so very strange.  

Many years ago, I was enjoying a climbing session in the superb mountain area of the 

Glen Shiel valley. Three days of óhorribleô weather were to be replaced by a week of 

super forecasts with endless blue skies and massive high climbing potential. I was with 

others and my car driver stated that we were returning to the cursed low lands of 

Merseyside. I did not have an option. On requesting an explanation, I was informed my 

driver was playing golf on Wednesday. Golf? Hitting a silly little white ball around in 

an effort to get it into a silly little dark hole. Golf can be played just about anytime but 

superb mountain weather is often a rare commodity. No mountains, just a return outside 

my control that lead to my personal promise to always climb alone so that I would now 

be in control. 

Sleep was so difficult. I thought on.  

Very recently there was a bad accident several miles from my cottage. The road was 

blocked and all the frustrated motorists were desperately seeking ways around this 

problem. Just outside my house there is a lane, but it has been closed for well over two 

years. Two large signs indicate this fact and one clearly states, ñRoad Closedò. I stood 

at my gate and was amazed and amused that car after car ignored this advice and 

progressed down the lane to be met with the inevitable consequence of a difficult 

narrow lane reverse to negotiate a return. How sad and how pathetic. A lot of them were 

in flash cars. Brain dead idiots who refused to accept what was blatantly obvious. No 

more common sense than lots of things lying at the bottom of ponds. 

One of these drivers said to me on return ñOh the road was closed.ò Of course it was, 

you banal clown, the sign says so. One even said, ñWell my sat nav said it was okay to 

go down it ñ(the road)  

I despaired.  

All interesting stuff and another illustration of how bothy time can stimulate 

contemplation. I had thought so long into the night that the following morning saw a 

late rising. The sun was shining through the bothy window and the world was in very 

good shape. I shared my breakfast with the bothy folk and prepared for my journey back 
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to civilisation. I had enjoyed it all and particularly the company of one young lady who 

was just a dozen Munros from her ócompleationô. 

Yes, bothy people are okay. 

Unexpected passion in a bothy setting! 

Claire had reached her refuge early and was happy to do so as the weather was turning 

with a vengeance. Lairig Leacach in 1990 was not the Lairig Leacach of today. Claire 

negotiated the steep steps leading to the tidy first floor and laid out her sleeping bag. 

The lower part of the bothy was cold and miserable but soon a óbuzzingô primus not 

only provided heat but also offered nourishing soup.  

 

 

Figure 10: Lairig Leacach bothy 20 years ago 

 

Claire ventured a sip of warming whisky from her welcome hip flask. It was only 4 pm 

but did this matter. Already darkness was slowly encroaching upon the vale.  

Claire had climbed in from Glen Nevis and had somewhat underestimated the length of 

the approach. She had been glad of the dry conditions for this would have been a damp 

approach if conditions had been different. As all bothy occupants have experienced at 

some time or other she did not know what the evening was to bring forth. Would she be 

alone or would other weary travellers arrive to take refuge in the sparse but welcome 

bothy? So very many times this has happened to me, with by the far the most common 

outcome being a lonely but welcome night with my own company. I suppose I am 

fortunate to relate that I have never arrived at a bothy to experience a cold welcome or 

possibly the downright hostile reception that other bothy users have occasionally 

experienced. 
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Figure 11: The steep steps leading to the attic at Lairig Leacach 

 

 

 

Figure 12: The upper area at Lairig leacach before it was all changed 

This is where Claire met Elaine 
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It was dark by 6 and Claire was about to prepare for the long night ahead when voices 

could clearly be heard from the distance outside. Again, the moment of doubt arose. The 

Lairig group arrived and it turned out that six lads had also walked in from Fort 

William. They were initially polite and amenable but three boys eyed Claire somewhat 

strangely. She pushed aside an irrational concern that had risen when first they moved 

in from the cold exterior. The boys also placed their gear in the upper sleeping area and 

although the ground floor was somewhat cold and bare even more primus stoves soon 

had a warming heat flowing throughout the bothy. All seemed well. One of the lads was 

particularly interested to find out exactly why Claire had embarked upon her travels. He 

was probing her as if he felt she had no place in this wild and lonely outpost within the 

highlands. This almost seemed a sexist reaction that Claire attempted to dismiss. Why 

should she not be here? Surely they were not necessarily the domain of the male 

species.  

The easy-going atmosphere was straining somewhat as the other two lads also 

questioned Claire as to the wisdom of her venture. The questions were ófired inô with a 

lack of intervention from the three óneutralô boys. Claire felt less and less at ease. One 

of the lads claimed that it was okay for men to risk death in their lofty pursuits but for a 

woman it was different. They should be safely at home caring for the children. For a 

woman to be here was blasphemous. This was pure sex-antagonism and downright 

wrong.  

I thought back to my military career. Nine years in the Royal Marines had been a 

definite male dominated experience. Of course, today it is so very different. Girls serve 

on naval warships and several have risen to the rank of commanding officer. However, 

this does not disguise the fact that male soldiers have always had trouble adjusting to a 

female presence in combat. It certainly would never have bothered me, but the idea of 

female combatants in the deserts of Aden or the jungles of Borneo would have been an 

anathema fifty years ago. Male climbers in so many cases resisted the inclusion of a 

woman on their very male expeditions to the high mountains. Some analysts have 

blamed the resistance on an almost biological imperative men feel to protect women. 

This is a pressure with potentially fatal results in the perilous environments of combat 

or survival on very high mountains.  

A male climber on the American K2 ascent went even further. John Roskelley stated 

emphatically that he had never met a woman climber óworth a dam.ô He claimed they 

lacked either the strength or the skill or possibly both at high altitude.  

How wrong he was. The proof was to be found in females like Wanda Rutkiewicz, 

Jullie Tullis, Chantel Maudit and Alison Hargreaves.  

Claire was by now beginning to strongly dislike her situation. Direct hostility and 

neutral indifference were making her position decidedly uncomfortable. She left the 

bothy for a welcome breath of fresh air and was followed by one of the more 

antagonistic males. She was sick and tired of his frail masculinity as he went on and on 

along his theme of male dominance She determined to óget awayô from his shallow and 

empty personality. He almost made a pass at Claire as she brushed him aside and 

returned into the relative warmth of the bothy. 

Everything was sorted by a manifestation of unique proportions when more sounds 

were heard approaching the bothy. It was now well into the evening  

The door slowly opened and inside stepped a cold and lonely girl who was clearly tired 

and obviously very hungry. At least this levelled up the gender gap and the relief felt by 
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Claire was clear to be seen. Elaine dropped off her gear and quickly realised that this 

bothy really did not cater for 8 unless of course the 8 were very close friends. The 

atmosphere could be felt and a glance at Claire informed her all was not well. Elaine 

went to work preparing much needed sustenance and liquid refreshment.  

It was all sorted in a mystic and so unexpected way.  

Elaine had brought with her a tent and fully intended to utilise her shelter and not rely 

on the bothy. This is a common scene around all the bothies I have stayed at. A large 

number of walkers do prefer the privacy of their tent as against the general occupation 

of the bothy. Since the introduction of light weight tents this has been more and more 

the case. A mere 2lb load for the convenience of your very own sleeping area is hardly 

anything to worry about. After her meal Elaine quickly established that she would erect 

her tent outside and release some of the limited bothy space for those within. Claire was 

in need of a toilet break and on her way back to the bothy she asked Elaine if she 

required any assistance in the erection of her own little shelter. Elaine agreed, and the 

two girls quickly had the tent in place as none of the boys ventured out of the bothy to 

see how they were progressing. Once erected Elaine laid out her sleeping bag and 

offered her thanks to Claire for assistance rendered. It was a special moment. The girls 

shared a hug and a slight kiss on the cheeks. The moment lengthened, and the kiss 

became a little more than a mere thank you gesture. It was freezing cold in the star-

spangled valley, but Claire held on for more than just a moment. Did she not desire the 

company of the boys? Did she want the warmth of Elaine? Was she entangled on the 

horns of a dilemma that she could not quite understand? A kiss and a caress and a long 

look into each otherôs eyes. The die was cast; without a word Elaine indicated that 

Claire was welcome to share her tent. Claire quickly stepped back and retrieved her 

sleeping bag from a confused body of male bothy occupiers.  

The outcome was both intimate and special as the two girls shared the closeness and 

care that only two lovers can experience. This was not a bothy stopover. This was a 

shared moment of love within a tent and it was something that had totally come out of 

the blue. 

I met Claire two days later whilst climbing the Grey Corries in superb weather. For 

once I welcomed the company of another and we óticked offô all the peaks with 

efficiency and delight. Claire was special. She was a warm and understanding person 

and for me her love of the summits was enough to make her a close friend. She fully 

related her Lairig experience and how a crazy night of passion had been followed by a 

farewell as two climbers went their own ways. She had never slept with a girl before but 

now felt fulfilled and complete. For her to relate all this to me was special and on return 

to Roybridge we shared a pint or three before I moved on to explore the intriguing 

parallel roads of Glen Roy whilst Claire left for the Munros of the far north.  

I have never seen her since but will never forget what she told me nor the moments we 

shared on the superb hills to the east of the Ben. 

Shelter Stone - a recognition of the true human hero 

January 1st 1933. Happy New Year, to all who come here. A R Mackenzie, Grantown, 

D A Ferrier, Forres. Arrived here 3.30pm after a stiff climb over ice & against a fierce 

headwind. Found Shelter Stone rather draughty so fixed blanket across entrance feeling 

it of more service there than on the bed. Before settling down we heated a stone which 
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served as a foot warmer so spent a comfortable night. 2nd dawned wilder than 1st mist 

driving before a fierce gale. Setting out for Glenmore 11 am.  

This was the very first entry in the Shelter Stone visitors book for the year 1933.  

They were also the final tragic words of two poor souls who were about to endure the 

horrors of a Scottish storm. 

I had always wanted to experience a stay at this famous Scottish howff. My sojourn was 

not in the depths of a fearsome winter but one overnight stay on the high plateau 

certainly had its moment of serious discomfort. The ski slopes of Coire Cas were 

unbearably hot as I slogged up the path between and above the obscene paraphernalia of 

ski infrastructure. Little relief was found on the summit of Cairngorm and as I walked 

slowly across to Cairn Lochan I was amazed with the complete variation of conditions. 

My previous visit had seen me struggle through deep snow and bitter winds. Today all 

was warm and balmy with not a hint of danger or threat. Ben Macdui summit was 

crowded and my stopover was long and enjoyable with views out across the high 

plateau in all directions. Almost all the climbers on the summit were returning 

northwards but I was heading east south east along a good path. When I reached the 

little col just below Creagan a Choire Etchachan 1120 I dumped my rucksack and made 

the traverse to the summit of Derry Cairngorm 1155m. It was hot enough for me to be 

only in shorts. It was all so leisurely and my return to the rucksack commenced a series 

of calculations that that were to lead to a night I wish to forget to this day. I could have 

stayed in the Hutchison memorial hut several hundred feet down towards Glen Derry. 

Another option was to stick to my original plan of reaching the shelter stone at the head 

of Loch Avon. However, by the time I reached the banks of Loch Etchachan it was 7.30 

pm and a lovely pleasant evening. I was at exactly the 3,000-ft. contour and found a 

suitable bivvy spot to lay out my sleeping bag and bivvy sack. I brewed up some hot 

soup and consumed almost a whole bottle of red wine that I had been carrying in my 

rucksack. It all seemed idyllic and I was staying óput.ô To avoid the oncoming midges, I 

crawled into my shelter as the sun slowly set. All seemed well but two hours later I 

heard the steady patter of rain on my bivvy sack. This was not on the agenda and caused 

me some concern. Bivvy sacks are not efficient at keeping out heavy rain. By far the 

best way to sleep is with the top open to the elements with an all-night vista of the 

heavens above. But this requires dry weather. I was now entombed in a confined damp 

uncomfortable shroud. The rain intensified and I was now more than just damp. Water 

leaked everywhere as I longed for daylight to arrive. It was too dark to consider a night 

decent to the hut and the way forward to the shelter stone was unknown to me. Not a 

night time journey I wished to make. I had no light with me but I scrutinised my watch. 

The hands were on 2 and 4. It could be 0220 or 0410. I knew it would be light at approx 

5 am so I prayed for the latter. A little time later a lightening of the grey sky confirmed I 

had made it through a very uncomfortable night. Strange to relate that once this was 

realised I fell into a deep damp sleep and re-awoke at 0545 to see a dawn rapidly 

approach out of clearing grey cloud. I crawled out of my sack and quickly donned 

clothes. Leaving everything where it was I had to get warmed up and immediately 

commenced the ascent of Beinn Mheadhoin. I made very quick progress and arrived on 

the very interesting plateau of the mountain. It is adorned with strange tors of rock the 

highest point being the top of one such feature. The views were great and it was still 

only very early morning. No-one was around and I enjoyed the total peace and solitude. 

On arrival back at the loch I experienced dry and relatively hot conditions after the 

discomfort of the previous night. My clothes were almost completely dry, and it was 

again a pleasure to relax with hot tea and tins of whatever beneath the imposing crags of 
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Carn Etchachan. These are the moments to cherish. Often everything is done at a rush 

and much of the grandeur of the scenery is lost to seeking eyes. Now time was of no 

consideration and I could take all the time I desired to fully appreciate the awesome 

surroundings of the very hub of the Cairngorm Mountains. 

It was almost noon when I arrived on the slopes at the head of Loch Avon and came 

upon arguably the most famous of all the howffs in the Highlands. 

The sun was shining with great power, how different from the conditions with which 

Mackenzie and Ferrier had to contend all those years ago. It took me little time to locate 

the shelter. In times of dire necessity, I think it might well be more difficult to find this 

famous refuge. Sanctuary is underneath a massive boulder that must have fallen down 

the slopes in a distant cataclysmic avalanche. This indeed is a massive boulder and 

using mathematics based on its dimensions of 44ft. x 20 ft. x22ft. (high) it could weigh 

anything up to 1,500 tons. The huge monolith rests on smaller boulders beneath thus 

creating a natural chamber. There is a large cairn perched on top of the boulder and all 

around there is a mass and maze of rocks and boulders of all sizes imaginable. I made 

my way up to the entrance and stooped low to gain entry. The roof slants upwards and 

at the far end you can almost stand upright. Once the darkness has been overcome it can 

be seen that the shelter can provide refuge for anything up to ten people. If comfort is a 

factor this could be reduced to half a dozen. The floor is made up of dirt and 

compressed soil with many sheets of polythene that have been left behind from previous 

stopovers. The sides of the shelter have been packed with stones, heather and even sods 

to assist in the elimination of draughts. I discovered the visitorôs book, a volume of 

rather ótattyô nature but with a host of intriguing entries. The visitorôs book dates back 

to 1924 when a tin box with a book within had been placed in the refuge. Between 1931 

and 1943 an average of 525 people made visits. In 1933 523 visited in July alone with 

129 on just one day. It was a fine summer weather wise. Completed volumes are now 

kept in the library of the Cairngorm Club in Aberdeen and make very interesting 

reading.  

The Cairngorm Club, the first climbing club in Scotland originated at the shelter stone. 

It was formed on the morning after the night of Queen Victoriaôs golden jubilee on June 

24th. 1887. This preceded by just two years the formation of the Scottish 

Mountaineering Club.  

Lots of history here.  

The view out and along to the loch was superb and the waters were totally still, almost 

glass like. I was going nowhere and these moments were so precious. Again I thought 

back to the monstrously different conditions on that fateful new years day in 1933. 

Leaving the shelter in poor conditions the two climbers were inextricably drawn into a 

scenario of death and misery. As they ascended Coire Raibeirt the strength of the wind 

rose until it became a gale of great ferocity. Having passed the point of no return they 

were now confronted with an epic struggle across an open plateau. In all likelihood they 

resorted to a hand and knees way of movement. They probably placed all their hopes on 

reaching some semblance of shelter in the upper reaches of Coire Cas, but it was not to 

be. Their journey was doomed as the wind continued with unbridled savagery. Days 

later they were discovered together another sad statistic of the fierceness of a Scotland 

blizzard. 
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Figure 13: The famous shelter stone howff at Loch Avon 

 

I laid out my sleeping bag although in the conditions of my visit it was hardly a 

necessary item of equipment. I am not claustrophobic and had previously tried my hand 

at potholing. I cannot say I really enjoyed it, but I did óhave a goô. Nevertheless, there 

was a slight niggle at the back of my mind. Could this monstrous monolith collapse? It 

will one day that is for sure but the thought of it happening when I was beneath left a 

strange feeling within. Totally irrational but there nevertheless. My sleeping bag was 
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close to the entrance though how this would alter anything was debatable. Another 

example of strange human reactions. This time mine!  

I had no company and I had not seen a soul since my departure from Macdui some 24 

hours before. I was alone and this satisfied me fully.  

I thought long and hard about my location. Many people put much emphasis on comfort 

and convenience. This is their right and who am I to detract from this desire. The shelter 

stone is so very much ódivorcedô from luxury but it does offer something that other 

places cannot offer. The view down and out across Loch Avon is amazing and a more 

desolate spot it would be hard to perceive. I ófired upô my primus and looked ahead to 

hot soup and stewed steak. Could life be better?  

I thought back several weeks when I had read of the so-called achievement of a 

pretentious ñsuperstarò. This reputed legend had four mansions and one article went to 

great lengths to indicate the ownership of three swimming pools. How can it be moral 

for just one human being to own a house with fifteen bedrooms whilst millions are 

deprived even the basic needs of drinking water. Millions are starving whilst our so-

called legend flits from mansion to mansion simply because we as observers place him 

on a plinth of undeserved prominence. Hero worship for pop stars or celebrity worship 

for over paid under talented morons whose only claim to fame is the ability to kick a 

plastic sphere full of air. Held in almost god like esteem by brainless masses. What is all 

this crap about the Beckhams and the sick belief that materialism is the indicator of 

success? The other spice girls think of Victoria as a stuck up spoilt spoilsport who has 

gone all Hollywood. On the other hand, it could be that Mrs. Becks is too busy to 

bother. She and David are happily counting their combined fortune of half a billion. 

Whatever you think of it theirs is a true success story! 

Total bollocks.  

What have they really done?  

Football legend, Football hero. The real heroes are the carers who wipe old folkôs 

bottoms and clear up their vomit for the paltry reward of the minimum wage. The real 

legends are the lollipop ladies who stand outside the school gates in every type of fierce 

weather for £7 an hour.  

Maybe there is hope within all this mess of financial greed. Juan Mata admits he earns 

an obscene amount of money and footballers live in a bubble. He freely admits that 

football has developed a reputation for greed and over commercialisation. He accepts 

his remuneration is unfathomable and that his life is not normal  

I lay back at the entrance to my shelter. The clouds were fleeting their way across the 

clear blue sky and all was peace and harmony. None of this could possibly have a price. 

It is free to all and everyone. Not a notion of my tirade was born from envy. This was 

my utopia. Could it be that the so-called super rich and privileged would never 

experience this?  

The night passed, and a new dawn saw a day of equal brightness. I made my way up the 

steep slopes of Coire Raibeirt and as soon as I reached the head of the valley I was once 

again back in the manic world. Scores of walkers were passed as I climbed up to 

Cairngorm and on the descent back to the base of the chair lifts I was merely a climber 

amongst many. 
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No bothy - a truly miserable ódossô again! 

Alpha went down on the Indonesian border. I remember it well as I was on the radio at 

the time. Maybe it did not truly register but at least no-one was killed. A lot of high 

technology disappeared in flames but everyone did return to base.  

We had been having a remarkable time for the previous three months and all was going 

well. Almost too well. It reminded me of a football team winning game after game and 

never seeming to be close to defeat. It all does come to an end and inevitably the 

crushing loss does materialise to ruin the feeling of success and achievement.  

A week later a Hiller was forced down and after emergency repairs attempted a return to 

safety. It did not work and the pilot was lost. This is the moment when a helicopter is 

most at risk. Loss of power in the initial stage of flight leaves the pilot no room for 

evasive action. We were not infallible and were beginning to fully realise the good 

fortune we had been sharing.  

These incidents were followed by the loss of a Wessex when mechanical failure put it 

down onto a river shingle bank. Unfortunately the river level rose overnight and the 

aircraft disappeared. This was all overshadowed by a terrible accident at Nanga Gaat 

several weeks later when two Wessex helicopters crashed whilst attempting to land on 

the pads hacked out of the jungle hillside. 8 British servicemen, two Royal Navy pilots, 

a naval airman and 5 soldiers were killed when the Mark I helicopters touched blades 

and crashed into the murky depths of the Baleh. The only survivor was a Naval Airman 

who was only slightly injured. Petty Officer Edward Crispin was indeed a lucky man.  

I had a particular reason to mourn this tragic accident, as one of the victims was a close 

friend and a óscouserô like myself. Alan Rothwell was only 18 years old and was a keen 

supporter of Everton. Only on the morning of the crash his parents received a letter from 

him saying he would be returning home in several months time and he was thinking of 

them all on the occasion of the derby game shortly to be played. Liverpool versus 

Everton is always an occasion of great rivalry.  

Gloom was total at the Gaat and it was coming in ódrovesô. One of our mechanics went 

missing whilst bathing in the Baleh. His body was discovered miles downstream bloated 

beyond recognition, a truly terrible sight. 

I still had a considerable time to serve at the Gaat and realised that I was being forced to 

ógrow upô very quickly. Subjects that were not seriously discussed were now well on the 

so-called ómenuô of existence. I spoke at length to a chief whose job it was to keep the 

aircraft in the air. (Without the Wessex helicopter the whole operation against the 

Indonesian terrorists would probably have stalled completely.)  

He told me that almost all the aircraft were well beyond their airframe hours. This was 

ómumbo jumboô to me but he explained. Each helicopter had a certain flying time 

restriction. Almost like sell buy dates on our supermarket food of 2018. All our aircraft 

were way past their individual service restrictions and to be frank were potentially 

dangerous. We had got away with it all before because of the dedication of the 

maintenance team and an enormous amount of good luck. The chief (Chief Petty 

Officer) told me that the Mark I Wessex, whilst a superb flying machine and a huge 

improvement on the Whirlwind it replaced, was only equipped with a single Gazelle 

engine. The Mark IIôs had two Bristol Siddeley engines. The Mark I was a potential 

death trap if anything happened to its sole engine.  
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Figure 14: Aerial view of Nanga Gaat forward helicopter base in Sarawak 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Wessex mk 1 on jungle landing pad 
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Figure 16: About to venture up the Gaat 

 

 

Figure 17: Primitive living space Nanga Gaat [1963] 

 

It was both intriguing and scary to listen to this account of the situation we faced. It all 

made me think, whereas just a few weeks previously no such thoughts crossed my 

youthful mind. After all I was only 19 years old. The Chiefs words were certainly 

driven home to me but as he said with great poignancy ñThis is war.ò From that moment 
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on I was a changed person. I began to realise the real intrinsic details of service life and 

repercussions of actions taken. Or not taken.  

Serving with us were the greatest soldiers I have ever come across. The Gurkha is 

indeed a supreme fighting ally and why they have been treated so despicably by so 

many of our politicians is a mystery I shall never be able to solve. To the Gurkha 

warfare was quite simple. It was to be won. To achieve this the enemy had to be 

eliminated. And quite right to. I shall always think back to those epic cowboy films 

where a posse is chasing the bad people only to see them cross a river (border) and 

escape to relative safety. Did it really work like this? Not for the Gurkha. Once he was 

in pursuit, a border or man-made boundary was irrelevant. The chase went on and on 

and the enemy was hunted down and eliminated without fuss or redress. (All 

unofficially of course) The powers that be did not ask too many questions. I wish it 

were like that today.  

All this was taking my mind off the interminable slog over the Cairngorm plateau as the 

weather deteriorated from uncomfortable to bad and then to downright threatening. It 

was a compass and map job as I left  the vertical rim of Cairn Lochan and with great 

trepidation ventured out onto the vast and featureless plateau. No longer the comfort and 

security of landmarks and the history of this extreme area was so very well known. Was 

I wise to continue my journey? The fate of poor Cathy and her girls was always in my 

mind as I first reached Lochan Buidhe and then the rising slopes of boulder towards the 

summit of Ben Macdui. I must admit to a massive relief as I sheltered in the ruins of 

Sappers bothy. At least I knew where I was and now it would be mostly downhill 

I curled up into as small a óbundleô as possible and thought on . . .  

Two years after Borneo I experienced one of the most embarrassing moments of my 

service career. The withdrawal from Aden. (Withdrawal ? - we were kicked out) 

The terrorist campaign against British rule in Aden began in 1963. After 2 years of 

mounting violence the British Government announced that it would grant independence 

to the Federation no later than 1968 and that it would abandon its military base in Aden 

for good. Meanwhile, Britain appealed to all sides for restraint. Determined to achieve 

independence immediately and on their own terms the two main terrorist groups reacted 

by plunging into further bloodshed against the British and each other.  

On one side stood the Egyptian backed Front for the Liberation of South Yemen 

(FLOSY). On the other was ranged the fanatically Marxist National Liberation Front 

(NLF). In between was the British soldier. Women and children were fair game for 

terrorist bullets and bombs and senior government officials were warned that they 

would be shot down one by one like dogs. Rioting and arson accompanied the shooting 

and bombing and schools, churches and synagogues went up in flames. Unwilling to 

spend more lives for the privilege of being an Imperialistic Aunt Sally Britain 

announced that she was hurrying forward Independence Day to November 30th 1967.  

HMS. Albion was detached from other duties and made all speed towards the troubled 

colony. I must admit that after superb shore leave in Durban and the prospect of more to 

come in Mombasa the prospect of Aden was less than appealing. It was all coming back 

to me. Strange how the mind reacts when often in uncomfortable situations in the 

mountains.  

Aden was a sad affair, especially at the end. The amount of brand new gear that was 

dumped in the bay made my mind óboggle.ô Refrigerators, air conditioning units, 

typewriters and domestic appliances by the hundreds. Rows of vehicles had their engine 
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sump plugs removed and were started up until the inevitable seizure took place. If you 

have never heard the sound of an engine in its death throes it is hard to imagine. We 

were certainly not going to leave anything of value to those who were trying their 

hardest to inflict injury and death upon us. Earlier I had witnessed the ósteamyô side of 

life within certain sections of the European community serving in this precarious 

location. The emancipation of the 1960ôs and new freedoms spread into the boredom of 

life in a drink fuelled existence. Booze and boredom certainly made for a sexually 

intoxicating mix. I was not married and service óup countryô in the heat of Radfan was 

as different to life back at Steamer Point as could possibly be imagined.  

After 128 years of Imperial rule the withdrawal from Aden was a sombre and 

unpleasant affair. Instead of cheering crowds the streets of Aden adorned shuttered 

shops echoing only to the roar of armoured cars and the whine and rattle of rooftop gun 

battles between the rival Arab contenders for political power.  

At Khormaksar airport, the scene of the biggest airlift operation since that of Berlin in 

1948, exploding mortar bombs sped the 6,000 departing servicemen on their way.  

HMS Albion supplied the marine rearguard troops whilst other army units were flown 

out. My role was to operate the air radio link between the rapidly reducing ground 

forces and the carrier out in the bay. The final stages could have been bloody and 

chaotic and this did cross my mind in a massive way. Fortunately, the rival Arab groups 

were quite busy fighting amongst themselves and we managed to pull out with the 

minimum of casualties. 

 

 

Figure 18: The volcanic rocks of Aden from HMS Albion 
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Figure 19: Wessex helicopter flying over Aden 

 

The mist was further down and I could see only a few yards ahead. How different this 

was from my previous visit when a balmy evening tricked me into an uncomfortable 

biivi on the banks of the loch. It was uncomfortable then but now I was cold and totally 

soaked through. This was more than discomfort. Hindsight is a wonderful thing and I 

know I should have made the extra effort to descend to the Hutchison hut but I had 

carried my small one-man tent and I was determined to utilise it for very necessary 

shelter.  

The tent was up and I was within and now in dry clothing I generated not only heat but 

also just a little cheer and comfort.  

All day long I had been thinking in overdrive and as I lay in my tiny tent I continued 

delving into the past.  

At that very moment a Marine Sergeant was wallowing in jail whilst crooks and bad 

guys were being released. Bankers and politicians who screw the óordinaryô folk out of 

their savings whilst a good soldier rots in jail for doing his job. I am not advocating a 

policy of none accountability. There must be a better way to make things work. This 

guy had served through the Balkans and Iraq and the horrors of Afghanistan. In a 

possible moment of aberration, he shot a dying Taliban who had previously slaughtered 

several of his platoon. Of course, the politicians and judges know best. These empty 

useless individuals who have more than likely never done a real dayôs work in their sad 

lives deemed him guilty.  

Tony Blair sends tens of thousands to their death and gets away with it with impunity. 

The Marine Sergeant rots in jail for doing his job.  
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It is all so very typical. The horrors of the First World War are known to everyone 

today. Yet at the very time the endless sickening slaughter was taking place we were 

killing our own troops for having the audacity to challenge the crazy madness going on 

around them. No one knew of post traumatic stress disorder in 1916. Nor shell shock 

and war neurosis. Defy the General Officers and you would be shot. Today I find it all 

so bizarre.  

I was a soldier but I volunteered. I was a professional. I knew what I was getting into. I 

suppose at first the brave young men of 1914-15 were also volunteers but it all soon 

wore thin. After the Somme, you were just supposed to go inevitably to your doom. 

Obey the orders.  

I shall never forget an epic line from Blackadder 4. General Melchett says to Private 

Baldrick. ñRemember private we are right behind you as go over the top.ò 

ñYes, about thirty bloody milesò was the astute answer from our endearing Captain 

Blackadder. 

As I moved around in my cramped and somewhat uncomfortable tent I progressed on to 

other aspects that might take my mind off the increasing rain and sleet outside. I was 

alone. I had chosen this and even though I was now in my late 60ôs I was happy.  

I loathe politicians. I mean hate. Jack Nicholson in the superb film óAs Good as it Getsô 

has a line where he describes his dislike of pills. ñI will not take pills. I dislike pills. I 

hate them. I really mean hate.ò All this to the delicious Helen Hunt.  

I feel the same about politicians. Their often arrogance leaves me in a morass of 

amazement. The smug political class and their celebrity sycophants have been lording it 

over the rest of us for far too long. The moment has now come when they realise that 

politicians who plan to disrupt the will of the people are treading a very dangerous line. 

There will be a day of reckoning at the ballot box. So many of these ósmugô morons fail 

to understand the voterôs rejection of all the óismsô beloved of the so-called left. 

(Multiculturalism, internationalism and social liberalism.) What is wrong with a piece 

of old fashioned patriotism?  

Yes 2016 has been a ómagicô year. The ordinary people have found their collective 

voice. This was the year the old regimes got their marching orders and a new broom 

swept, and still sweeps across Europe and the world in general.  

However, my disdain does not only settle at this level of bombastic indulgence. Having 

served in the Marines throughout the many troubles of the 1960ôs I shall always 

remember the sometimes óalmostô scorn for the forces when they were not actually 

required. In peacetime, a financial burden that could well be done without. I had spoken 

to soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan and listened to stories of death and 

maiming caused by inadequate equipment. Landrovers with no under-body protection. 

Weapons that just did not work in conditions they were not designed for. Even more 

evil, the ongoing tirade of litigation against troops by money grabbing lawyers who 

spend millions of our tax payers money attempting to line the pockets of evil and often 

horrendously guilty parasites. In many cases a soldierôs best piece of equipment within 

a war zone in 2017 might well be a solicitor to offer advice.  

Now I was thinking back to my time as a marine. Helicopters returning from the Middle 

East were then despatched for duty in the Arctic Circle. No wonder they did not work.  

Yes, in peacetime we were a financial burden but in time of need respected and very 

much in demand.  
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It was not right then and it is not right today. Defence cuts come and defence cuts go. It 

is always the ósquaddieô who suffers. Tough decisions are made. Cost decisions are 

passed. Savings are found and new kit is often delayed (whether it be a functional boot 

or a missile destroyer to protect a carrier group)  

It all goes on and on. Our political elite? make error after error. Waste millions after 

millions. Create situations where thousands if not millions suffer massively.  

I hate politicians.  

Dawn comes late as the thick cloud refuses to release its clammy grip on the summits 

all around. I was almost in the same place as my bivvy of several years ago and even 

though it was 9 am I had little inclination to remove myself from the warmth of my 

sleeping bag. It had to be done and eventually I broke camp and made the decision to 

stay as low as possible to avoid any further soakings. The banks of Loch Avon brought 

me to the Saddle and the long walk out down Strath Nethy seemed an endless 

punishment for my myriad of night-time thoughts.  

I passed the sad site of Bynack Stable and looked in at Ryvoan bothy but did not stay.  

The luxury of hotel accommodation at Aviemore was my reward for 48 hours of endless 

slog, some potential danger and a ñtomeò of thought, reminiscence and criticism.  

Benalder Cottage - seeds and growth of a gadget ócock upô  

My Munro task was getting ever closer. Down to the last dozen or so I was now making 

serious consideration as to which mountain would be my final summit for ócompleat.ô I 

had never had any firm plan but once past 250 I had to think more closely as logistics 

saw unclimbed mountains spread out far and wide. 

Could the final consideration be the myriad of pronunciations that I must admit I have 

never totally mastered? I had always found difficulty answering the question what 

mountain did you climb today from local people. Ben Vane, Ben Ime and Ben Hope 

posed little problem. But mountains such as Beinn Fhionnlaidh (pronounced ñByn 

Yoonlyò) and Beinn Dothaidh (pronounced ñByn an Daw-eeò) certainly did. So was it 

possible the linguistic factor would be a serious consideration. 

Beinn Bheoil (pronounced ñbyn vyawlò) was in my last dozen.  

I had climbed Ben Alder many years before, but fatigue on the Bealach Breabag 

persuaded me to leave óBheoilô for another day. This decision was to set in motion an 

epic of amusing/ controversial proportions so very many years later.  

On a warm and sunny Sunday, I discovered Manchester United had won yet another 

Premiership, and after stocking up with supplies in Pitlochry I was once again more 

than ready for exploration of wild and lonely places. Loch Rannoch was sublime and 

midges were nowhere to be seen. I parked up on the banks to ódossô out in perfect peace 

and solitude.  

Monday was another glorious day; the weather gods were indeed being very kind. I 

moved my car some mile further up the lakeside and identified the forest track that was 

to give me access, albeit long access, to the mountain I required. I made one of those all 

too easy first minute ócock upsô as I progressed down one track to end up in a 

woodcutterôs yard surrounded by impenetrable tree growth. My frustration and 

annoyance evaporated when I quickly realised the correct path was a mere 30 yards 
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further up the road. I had to resort to pushing the bike for long stretches as the incline 

was quite steep, but the surface of the track was good and this promised a speedy 

descent on a following day. First in trees, then a section of clear hillside,the track led me 

back into forest. A second section of open fellside made me consider leaving my bike as 

there was now a long slanting descent but I carried on frustrated by some of the very 

high gates I was confronted with. One such closure had an ingenious lifting ólidô within 

the wire fence. I managed to pass the bike through without resource to a vertical wire 

climb. As soon as I emerged from the third section of forest I was rewarded with a 

superb view of the whole length of Loch Ericht. Here I did leave my bike and continued 

down to the waters edge close to a new construction that had something to do with the 

reservoir works. I moved on northwards knowing that the distance on the map would 

invariably prove misleading. 2 ½ miles does not sound much but my load was very 

heavy.  

Then it happened.  

I can still remember the thought process I went through as I reached an unnecessary 

division in the path. Track slightly right faint but clear. Track to the left wider and 

certainly more obvious. Both completely flat. I chose left. I turned my ankle on a flat 

section of grass. Pain shot up my leg and I ófloppedô to the ground. This had happened 

before but this time it appeared more serious. It made me think of the issue of ówhat ifs 

and butsô in the overall order of events. I had recently been in difficult terrain where 

danger was very apparent. Here I was on a flat gentle path in excellent conditions and 

all seemed to be going so badly wrong. Life can be like this. Things can go horribly 

wrong when they should not and often in places of very real danger all ends well. 

Everything was racing through my mind. óNever count your chickens.ô óDonôt take 

anything for grantedô and always be prepared for the possible ówhammyô that might 

well be lurking around the corner. I lay on the grass and after a long bootless inspection 

attempted to carry on hoping against hope that I could walk it off. It did ease a little but 

every minute or so I received a reminder with a searing stab of pain in my ankle and 

lower leg. Frustration set in as I could see Beinn Bheoil ahead and after all my cycling I 

desperately wanted this lonely and elusive peak. Within 20 minutes I met up with two 

lads who were pushing bicycles through the ruts of the track. The track was now nearer 

the waters of the loch and was subsequently very boggy. They had cycled from 

Dalwhinnie and after a stopover at Culra had pushed their machines over Bealach Dubh 

and down to Benalder Cottage. I had good news for them as within a mile or so they 

would be on a clear track that would offer a speedy descent to Loch Rannoch. They 

kindly offered me some painkillers but I declined.  

The last section leading towards the bothy seemed to go on forever but eventually I 

spotted the walls and roof and made my painful way across an interesting bridge to 

deposit my heavy burden within.  

Decisions had to be made. I was already well over an hour late and my ankle was now 

telling me it was seriously not interested in any further upward progress. I bathed my 

feet in the freezing waters of the stream and the swelling did appear to decrease. It was 

3 pm and I made up my mind. Leaving all my gear in the bothy I ógave it a go.ô It was 

far from easy and occasionally I trod down incorrectly with resulting massive pain. 

Nevertheless, progress was made and the path was reasonable to follow. Time was 

marching away and I traversed over to climb point 955 from where I saw the Munro 

ahead still requiring a fair bit of descent and ascent to be negotiated. A momentary 
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doubt crossed my mind that I was not going to make it but these negative thoughts were 

shelved and I plodded on making very careful progress.  

Never was a summit so gratefully reached. The views were magnificent. Ben Alder had 

masses of snow in its eastern corries. In all directions, the view stretched out to the far 

horizon. I sat there in total happiness; the decision had been the right one and I had my 

mountain.  

Earlier in the day I had intended to leave my route descriptions but a lack of mobile 

signal at Loch Rannoch made this impossible  

And here the seed of the fiasco to follow was sown 

I loathe mobile phones. Indeed, I dislike anything that hints of gadget. I am not alone. 

Wainwright thinks the same. He clearly states that he does not get on well with the 

trappings of modern life. He even denies the value of a compass but this is something I 

cannot agree with. I was so amused to listen to Alfred. The ultimate dreamer and 

romanticist. You cannot appreciate the awful and utter loneliness of a man who does not 

understand gadgets in a world that is becoming full of them; and in a life that cannot be 

lived without them. (ñFellwandererò)  

I do understand modern gizmos but I choose not to want them. I still remember my 

junior school days when we learnt our times tables by rote. It worked, and forever I 

immediately knew that seven nines were sixty-three and four eightsô thirty-two. 

Eventually the calculator came along and I did not object so long as the foundations had 

been laid. A gadget can break down but basic knowledge is forever. Thus, I have no 

problem with the GPS (so long as you do not expect me to have one) but the climber 

must know about compass map and have an abundance of common sense. The GPS 

cannot be a replacement.5 I am forever in dispute with my grandsons who regard 

óbampaô as a dinosaur. I even sent them a little cartoon on a self-made Christmas card. It 

showed a little boy kneeling in front of a festive tree with pile upon pile of wrapped up 

presents. He has opened his and looks amazingly at a book. The comment is a classic. 

ñHow does it plug inò? And heaven help my daughter if she takes them anywhere where 

wi-fi is unavailable.  

Yes, people are obsessed with their social media ótoys.ô Just a decade ago they did not 

exist, in fact when I started climbing landline telephones were a rarity. Just occasionally 

I look at facebook and on very rare occasions add long rambling philosophical mountain 

tales to alleviate the mostly banal comments of probably the people I am upsetting at 

this very juncture. I am amazed by the diversity of the comments. Mind numbing 

irrelevance of worthless little lives Egocentricity rules OK??? 

So, I do not trust mobile phones. I do not desire i pads, dislike innov 8ós and am totally 

cold on ripple buds and tablets (except paracetamol after special brew). 

 
5 An almost ólaughableô incident regarding human dependence on modern gadgets. Wales fans Ian and 

Helen Williams went off to watch their country play in the Euros 2016. They ended up in the wrong 

country. They were diligently following their sat. nav. in the hire car they had picked up at the airport. 

However, instead of it taking them to Lille in France, where Wales were playing it sent them to the tiny 

town of Lille in Belgium 100 miles away. Helen said, ñWe could not believe it. Weôd never have thought 

we would end up in the wrong placeò. The sat nav had Belgium settings and sent them north instead of 

south. Helen added ñAs we were driving we thought that it did not seem like we had crossed into France. 

There were no football fans in sight- just Belgium flags.ò The couple missed the game they had purchased 

tickets to watch. Ian 37 said, ñIt was a nightmare. Who would have known you needed to reprogram the 

sat nav.ò? Well, me for one. I feel for the couple involved but if common sense had prevailed instead of a 

total and blind obedience to ódodgyô modern technology none of this would have happened. 
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This is me and this is my right. It was my daughter with the very best of intentions who 

persuaded me to acquire a mobile phone. I did it to appease her but it went against my 

better wishes. Fifteen years ago they hardly worked anyway 

Sitting there with an aching leg a glorious view and yet another Munro bagged I 

discovered I did in fact have a signal on my little gadget that hid deep within my 

rucksack. I fully realised that as soon as I left the summit the signal would fade and 

disappear, so I set about using my little ótoyô. I phoned Norma to give her my grid 

reference and the precise grid reference of the bothy where I was to spend the night. I 

made sure she understood the need for accuracy when using grid references and passed 

on my general good spirits although I did make the mistake of telling her I had hurt my 

ankle. This had happened before, and it was of no grave concern to me. (A little óporky 

pieô here but only I knew this.) It was now almost 7 pm and I knew that the descent 

would not be speedy. However, the bothy was not too far away and the weather was 

totally bland, a journey well short of an hour in normal circumstances. I must have set a 

few ódoubts floatingô when I informed Norma I would not be able to make contact again 

until probably late the next day.  

Anyway, I had told someone where I was. My problems were now personal. All I had 

wanted to do was give my grid references and where I was staying overnight. I did not 

want nor did I seek assistance.  

(The saga that ensued from this conversation and the repercussions will be seen at the 

end of this account. A whole host of newspaper articles and Internet óconversationsô. 

Interesting indeed???)  

The descent was not easy. In fact, going up was less painful. The rise back over 955m 

was followed by a slow and very careful descent ever closer back to the bothy. It was 

almost 10 pm before I reached the refuge and discovered I had company. Sid had a 

small tent erected nearby but as the bothy was empty he took down his tent and moved 

into the hut. I ódevouredô my hip flask of rum and gladly accepted 400-mg of ibuprofen. 

It seemed to work as the pain receded. We got a fire going for aesthetic reasons and 

carefully measured out the remainder of my wine as a night-cap. Benalder bothy is a 

good bothy. Wooden sleeping benches and a small room with bunk beds are augmented 

with a kitchen complete with large fire grate. The whole structure would provide 

comfortable shelter for a dozen people. Sid was an ex-army man. We chatted away 

about our respective service careers. I had started out a marine and after promotion to 

corporal ended up a marine. Sid had commenced as a gunner and after a troubled start to 

his army career had ended up a lieutenant colonel. Gunner to Lt colonel in 37 years, 

quite an achievement. He was doing the coast to coast which was to take him from 

Oban to the North Sea coast. 

Things were getting back to normal and after Sid got his head down I sat there 

pondering on the days events and thinking of the repercussions for the following days.  

Whilst in Borneo I always had an ability to sense the approach of helicopters long 

before anyone else knew of their coming. Sitting there in front of the fire I suddenly had 

one of my ómomentsô. Surely that was a helicopter out there in the night sky. I stood at 

the door and listened hard. I could hear something. I shouted through to Sid who joined 

me at the door to the bothy. There was a helicopter and it was all the time coming closer 

to the bothy. In a matter of minutes, the black mass of the aircraft was hovering over the 

ground outside with strong beams of light covering the whole exterior area. The 

helicopter (sea king) landed but the rotors remained in motion. It was intriguing 
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although at this stage I knew it had something to do the earlier events of the day. The 

crewman emerged and struggled over evading the swish of the rotors and within the 

mass of noise we communicated. ñIs there a 65-year-old Liverpool gentleman with a 

dodgy foot in residenceò he asked. I have been called worse things. It was almost 

surreal. I told him that probably was me and briefly related the tale of my painful 

descent. I was asked if I required assistance down the hill which I declined. After all my 

bike was lord knows where and my car far away on the banks of Loch Rannoch. I had 

managed to get down from the summit, so I was certain I could get down safely the next 

day. Also, I had NOT asked for assistance. My initial annoyance was evaporated 

somewhat when I was informed they were out on another call when the message had 

come through. They decided to drop in at the bothy to see how things had ópanned outô. 

All this because I had been careful to inform my wife where I was. Had I sounded 

melodramatic on the phone? I do not think so. Norma told me later that she would not 

have done anything. She had passed on the information to my daughter who obviously 

thought differently. It was Louise who had initiated the possible search and rescue for 

her high climbing father. (I have since sorted this out with her ï see my letter to the 

press at the conclusion of this saga.) 

All well that ends well?  

The following morning the weather was even more settled. Sid left at 8 óishô to continue 

his coast to coast and I now took the opportunity to really enjoy my surroundings. 

Without injury, I would more than likely have marched out early searching further 

mountains to climb. Now I settled in to enjoy the fantastic surroundings. I bathed my 

ankle in the stream for a full hour almost endangering frostbite. I even had an hourôs 

sleep in the warm sunshine outside this very impressive and sometimes reputed haunted 

bothy. Not today. Everything was warm open bliss.  

By 2 it was time to march out and once I got moving I found my ankle could support 

my weight. The path did seem long and occasionally I did stumble but progress was 

made and halfway back I met a couple who were also completing the coast to coast. We 

chatted long in the late afternoon sunshine. Shortly after, I reached my bike and made 

the ride out in super quick time this being another example of the huge benefit a bike 

can offer when óbaggingô the Munros of this very special land. Once back at the car I 

had a welcome cider and then drove round to join the A9. I was heading west and in the 

early evening I arrived at Roybridge and the hotel bunkhouse I had stayed in several 

years previously. This time I took a hotel room. I was convinced I had deserved a little 

luxury after the events of the previous 48 hours.  

Sausage and mash and a bath followed by sleep were so very welcome. 

Several weeks after my return to Liverpool whilst I was carrying out my duties at 

Williamson tunnels I was asked unusual questions about helicopters. This went on for 

some considerable time. I was in fact being ówound upô. For the first time, I discovered 

the aftermath of my adventures on Beinn Bheoil. I was shown a full-page newspaper 

report from the Liverpool Echo as well as detailed accounts from other newspapers 

north of the border. I was somewhat amazed and more than a little ómiffedô. As far as I 

was concerned the articles gave a somewhat one-sided version of what had happened. I 

opened the centre computer and searched google. There was a stack of articles, reports 

and comments, some of a most amusing nature. It all made me think long and hard.  

Where are we regarding all the fuss over my incident on Beinn Bheoil? 
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You can read the article in the Liverpool Echo and see for yourself the issues that it 

raised.  

 

 

 Figure 20: Not an unrealistic report; but an example of a one sided view 
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You can read my reply to the Strashspey & Badenoch Herald that they kindly printed in 

full some weeks after the event.  

Also, some interesting comments from the internet óchat roomsô that clearly illustrated 

the issue raised a lot of interest. 

ñIt was the wife that telephoned (actually it was the daughter ï author) and the guy had 

already told her that he did not require help. She over-ruled him. (daughter) If he could 

phone her then he could have phoned 999 if he needed help. In the end, he is not 

obliged to accept the help on offer especially if he didnôt ask for it. ñ  

ñWives always know best (daughters as well???) ï so mine says.ò 

ñGot to admire his bottle in saying no to being rescued I suppose. I would have felt 

obliged to get on the chopper whether I wanted to or not.ò 

ñA notorious incident in the folklore of climbing in the States was when a rescue was 

planned to evacuate some climbers attempting a new route in Yosemite who were 

stormbound. The response from the team was. A rescue is unwarranted, not sought and 

will be resisted with force or words pretty much to that effect.ò 

ñNo matter what you think thoughé. 

He turned down a lift on a helicopter. 

Sod the rest of it. 

You normally have to pay a small fortune to get a go in one for 5 minutes.ò  

ñI like the idea that if they had flown out a guy with an injured ankle then that is not a 

waste of time and money. If they fly empty it is. Since the use of military choppers in 

civilian rescue is justified on the basis that it is all very good training then flying in, 

locating rescue and flying out is surely going to be good training no matter what the 

outcomeò?  

(Interesting point here.) Just how many millions of pounds were spent on all the 

hundreds of exercises I took place in during my service in the Marines. When the real 

óthingô came along in Aden and Borneo all this training paid back its dividend  

ñThere is of course the explanation that the guy was so terrified by the thought of a ride 

in a helicopter that he preferred to endure the pain of a walk out. I know several people 

for whom this would be true.ò 

ñI wonder if the guy would have refused a lift in a helicopter if one of our Augusta 

109ôs complete with leather upholstery and a fridge full of drinks turned up for himò 

(Debatable???éauthor) 

All good stuff. 

Sadly, I shall not take my mobile phone with me anymore. I shall rely on my experience 

I shall not allow others to initiate action that I do not want.  

In the mountains, I use common sense and a compass. You can put your so called 

modern and often doubtful aids in the dustbin of uselessness.  

My letter to the Strathspey & Badenoch Herald printed in reply to their initial article 

which I thought did not outline all the facts. 
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Dear Sir,  

I deeply resent the articles I have just read from certain newspapers 
regarding an incident that involved me in the mountains two weeks 
ago.  

I would very much like to put the record straight and give my 
interpretation of events as they happened. Once again, I despair at 
the words of the press and how they can twist and warp the truth 
out of all proportion  

I am an experienced mountaineer. I have climbed in the Alps, the 
Dolomites and Iceland and have made ascents of Kilimanjaro and 
Mount Kenya. I have now completed 281 of the Munros and have 
made over fifty ascents of Scafell Pike to name just one mountain 
south of the border. I think I can claim to know mountains probably 
more than most people. I certainly am not a ôdodderingõ pensioner as 
several of the newspaper reports seemed to indicate.  

I have in front of me several newspaper articles with regard to the 
incident that took place on Monday May 12 th . I also have many 
extracts from the internet which a friend showed me today. This is 
the first I heard of any of the fuss that has obviously blown up since 
the event.  

Here is the truth.  

I was climbing Beinn Bheoil from Loch Rannoch aiming to reach 
Benalder bothy to drop off my overnight gear. This was to be Munro 
278 in my list of peaks. I consider I know what I am doing as over 
230 of my ascents have been made alone and very often in severe 
winter weather. On a benign grassy path, I somehow turned my 
ankle. Quite amazing as in the previous days I had been tackling 
some serious routes that certainly did pose major problems. I was in 
great pain but managed to continue to the bothy. Once I arrived 
there I bathed my foot in the cold waters of the stream and the 
swelling went down somewhat. I was so determined to 'bag' my hill 
that I carried on and gave it a go. It was painful but I did manage 
and after three hours of slog (it would normally take me just over an 
hour) I reached the summit. Recently my daughter has insisted that 
I carry a mobile phone even though through my experience I find 
they rarely work when you really require them. As no -one knew 
where I was (no signal had been forthcoming at Loch Rannoch) I 
discovered I did have a signal from the summit cairn. I phoned my 
wife for  the main reason of telling her w here I was . 

Where I intended to stay that ni ght - in the bothy at Benalder.  

This was merely precautionary . Something I think all sensible 
mountaineers might do. I did mention I had injured my ankle,  but I 
said I would surely get down. I have suffered a hairline crack in my 
ankle before and did consider this might have happened again. Much 
more serious things have happened to me in the hills over the last 
fifty years.  
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I knew I would not get a signal as soon as I left the top. I did NOT 
want assistance . I made my call as a matter of information.  

To be fair to my wife I think she would have left it at that but she 
phoned my daughter in Leicester. She insisted the authorities were 
informed. This set into motion the whole saga that followed. All of it 
without my knowledge and beyond my control . I have since had 
words with my daughter.  

When the helicopter arrived later that night I was amazed. I am an 
ex marine and I served with 845 squadron in Borneo so I have 
acquired an ability to hear helicopters long before others know of 
their impending arrival. I refused any assistance because I knew I 
was capable of getting out the following day. The aircrew were 
fantastic and we had a friendly chat. I cannot praise them enough. 
After all, I did this job myself in active service conditions many 
years ago. I based this on my experience. It obviously was correct 
because I did march out, albeit in some pain. Since that moment I 
did several things that illustrates I am not a complete fool.  

I had a superbly efficient check out at Fort William hospital two 
days later and after the doctor had feared there was a break an x 
ray showed no major damage. I have since written to the hospital to 
thank them for their superb facilities. I took a day off to go 
swimming and generally resting and since then I have carried out 
ascents of Sgurr nan Coireachan, Luinne Bheinn and Sgor Mor.  

So where are we with all this?  

Drive down the motorway and act like an idiot with possibly a 
dodgy car and maybe full of drink and drugs an accident is almost 
accepted. Walk out in the fresh air and do what we were intended to 
do and have a mishap and you are accused of being irresponsible. I 
despair in this world of ônamby pansiesõ where children are 
discouraged from climbing trees, playing conkers or ev en skipping in 
the playground.  

Thank you to the authorities who were magnificent.; but  I did NOT 
ask for assistance.  

Everything that happened after my mobile phone call was outside 
my control. 90%of my climbing has been done before mobile phones 
were invented. Long before the GPS was in existence. I  Learnt my 
skills with a compass and  an abundance of common sense.  

I hope my letter will be read by those who might have raised 
criticism from the sparse facts they were given.  

Yours sincerely,                  

 

R.J Cooke   
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Bothy games - more fun at Corrour  

One thing service in the Marines taught me was to make the most of a bad situation and 

to achieve a sense of self-entertainment. Of course, we had a more serious job to do and 

very many times this involved dangerous and óhair raisingô scenarios. However, it is 

indeed very true that all work and no play makes Jack a very dull boy. (or Jill a dull 

girl)  

Yes, service men and women do have a talent when it comes to seeking out the brighter 

side of whatever situation they might find themselves. Nanga Gaat was probably my 

most vivid memory of this factor. Once our job was done we had so much time on our 

hands that without some form of diversion we would probably have all gone quite mad.  

But Nanga Gaat is not my subject here. I had left the services in 1969 and it was in the 

early 70ôs on a visit to Corrour that my memory of times in the deep jungles of Sarawak 

came to great use in taking the mind off discomfort, with just a little concern about 

subsequent survival. The weather was awful.  

I was still only in my late 20ôs when I crossed the Dee for what was in fact my second 

visit to this iconic stopover. Smoke from the bothy chimney informed me of company to 

come but I was quite unprepared for what I was about to see. I left the cold of a winters 

night to receive the warmth of the bothy interior. Sitting inside with the accompaniment 

of a roaring log fire were four lads not much older than I was and in the bothy 

atmosphere there was the unmistakable aroma of smoke that strictly speaking was not 

on the legal agenda. I was made very welcome and even more so as I pulled out several 

braces of cans of a lager of some dubious strength. We hit it off immediately and after 

some twenty minutes the jovial scene was embracing all within the bothy confines. It 

was now that my experiences of far off postings came greatly into use. I introduced the 

lads to a ridiculous game called la di da which we used to play endlessly whilst slowly 

consuming Tiger beer from the rusty old icebox at the Gaat. The rules are ridiculously 

simple but no one seems able to grasp them. In fact, I have never known a game last for 

more than a minute and as the penalty for failure is even more consumption of ale the 

outcome is not difficult to foretell.  

The game is perfect for a bothy floor and it goes like this. The contestants sit on the 

floor in a circle and each person takes hold of two cans of beer. (preferably full ones 

which you will have to consume first.)  

With one can in your left hand and the other in your right hand the tune la di da de da 

dii da di da initiates the movement whereby you pass the can in your left hand to the 

right hand of the person on your left. The can in your right hand is passed to your left 

hand whilst you take up the can being passed to you from the person on your right. The 

first person to ócock it upô is required to recharge everyoneôs drink and as mistakes 

usually come every ten seconds or so you can see just how quickly this game can 

generate ñdisaster.ò I was always annoyed, as I seemed to be the only person who could 

ever master this ridiculous and possibly stupid game that certainly was fun. And it really 

did break down barriers if they ever needed to be dissolved. I can remember introducing 

la di da to the staff of the Institute whilst we were drinking in the famous Philharmonic 

pub in Liverpool. We did not have cans and glasses had to be improvised. After the 

inevitable breakages, we were rapidly told to leave (barred) and my popularity 

decreased to a lower league.  
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The bothy was now warming up and another daft game was introduced. Buzz, fizz 

plonk requires a certain amount of sobriety and of course this might not be found in a 

bothy occupied by hot-blooded climbers. In this game, the numbers 3 are replaced by 

the word buzz. Number 5 by the word fiz and number 7 by plonk. If a number is 

divisible by any of these numbers it gains an extra óword tag.ô It is easier to give some 

examples. 2 is plain 2. No problem. 3 is buzz buzz because it is divisible by 3 and 

obviously has a 3 in the number. 15 will be fiz fiz buzz. It has a 5 within, it is divisible 

by 5 and also divisible by 3.  

It commences with the number one and operates in a clockwise decision. Each 

contestant gives his/ her input in turn. The whole thing is so ridiculously stupid it is 

brilliant and those who can master it deserve the title B.Sc. maths or more probably just 

plain barmy. Obviously, there is a time limit for each person to respond. A few seconds, 

no more. The penalty for failure are alcoholic gifts to the other players.  

We were now getting on to the real games. These are now bordering on the politically 

incorrect to just dam rude. The dance of the flaming aéé. requires the setting up of an 

obstacle course. Bits of furniture and old benches just about anything will suffice. At 

the end of the course is placed a bucket of cold water. The first competent screws up an 

old newspaper and places one end within his/her bottom. The other end is then ignited 

and the aim is to overcome the obstacles and plunge the burning paper in the bucket 

before it burns too well and reaches the parts it should not reach.  

Played in the Sergeants mess this was usually the sign for the ladies to leave and the 

serious drinking to commence.  

I had so many more and the evening went on and on with superb singing (one of the 

cockneys had a guitar) and by the time midnight arrived we were all well ready for our 

sleeping bags.  

Fortunately, the next day was cold wet and cloudy. Who would want to venture high on 

a day such as this? Certainly not me so I left my new friends and staggered back to 

Braemar and a world where sensible people resided.  

Nan Bield shelters 

Along the rocky path from Mardale towards the summit of the Nan Bield pass can be 

seen several well built stone shelters. They are situated alongside the track where it 

crosses the boulder-strewn shores of Small Water. They were obviously built to afford 

shelter to any traveller who might be overcome by inclement weather. They are solid 

constructions and even though roughly built a solid roof offers full protection from 

whatever the weather gods might have in store.  

They very much reminded me of the reinforced gun post situated on the perimeter of the 

clearing at Nanga Gaat. It would have taken a major attack from the Indonesian 

terrorists before I would have been tempted into that scorpion infested shelter. I thought 

I had similar reservations about the Nan Bield shelters as they looked a haven for creepy 

crawlies and whatever. Nevertheless, on one occasion a storm of massive proportions 

cascaded down upon me and I gladly crawled in to gain respite from the elements. The 

car was less than an hour away, but lightening and awesome crashes of thunder 

accompanied by torrential rain persuaded me the shelters were more than okay for over 

two hours.  
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A necessary ógoalô within a heat wave 

Another day of almost unbearable heat. A week or more and not a hint of rain. After 

days of memorable ascents on the high Cairngorm plateau I turned my attention to what 

many consider the óblandô heights of the eastern Monadh Liath. I followed the road to 

its end and then climbed alongside the Allt aô Chaorainn along a good track. As every 

moment passed the heat became more intense and if it were not for a tea towel dipped 

into the stream I think I would have dissolved. Unfortunately, the stream would not 

always be alongside, and height had to be gained to reach the upper slopes of my first 

Munro. I badly required a target to aim for. Something to break up the unrelenting 

climb. A small building offered this ógoalô It turned out to be a tiny bothy resting high 

on the slopes. As I climbed relentlessly onwards it appeared to be moving away but this 

was merely a trick of the mind. Never was shelter so happily reached and on this day, it 

was not to escape fierce weather. The bothy at GR 687023 is an old tin hut, an ex 

stalkers refuge, still weatherproof but certainly in a condition that leaves concern for a 

long future presence. Many of the internal timbers had been ripped out and although 

there was a flue projecting from the roof the stove had long since disappeared. It was 

quite quaint and when I entered I was surprised to see one wooden table alongside a 

shelf that ran the width of the shelter. There were still a number of timbers in situ but 

for how long? Engraved upon were a number of writings dating back many decades. 

 

 

Figure 21: Tin bothy on slopes of A'Chailleach - interior view 

How long will this stand?  
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I was really intrigued with this óhutô and happily sat in the cool interior and then outside 

on a lone remaining bench. An hour became two and still I did not want to move on. I 

even considered the thought of an overnight stay, but in reality, this would serve no 

purpose other than curiosity and possibly morbid achievement.  

I could not imagine many climbers passing this way as it is not the most exhilarating of 

areas. Wide, expansive, rounded grassy slopes would more than likely make overnight 

stays a rare event. 

It was time to leave and the final slopes to A Chailleach were negotiated with two very 

different creature moments. Some three hundred yards from the bothy I spied an 

enormous frog resting on the faint path in the direct glare of the intense sunshine. I 

could see she was parched and possibly in a state of some distress. I thought for just a 

moment before I sacrificed all my remaining water supplies by giving her a true 

soaking. To this day I think she looked at me and said a little thank you as she 

disappeared into the shelter of the grass alongside. 

The summit was different as the top cairn was occupied by a nest of fierce wasps who 

were certainly not in the mood to share their home with a weary climber. I moved on to 

óbagô my second Munro Carn Sgulain hardly believing this to be a separate mountain. I 

made my descent by dropping to the head of Allt a Chaorainn and walked the complete 

length of this interesting valley. It was still baking hot when I reached my car and back 

in Aviemore I celebrated in the Tandori with a curry of high quality.  

Whatever way I look back on this day, it was the bothy that had stood out above all. 

Strange how a tin hut can outscore a mountain top, distant views and a curry of high 

quality.  

(My visit was many decades ago and I have never returned. I have always thought about 

the fate of my tin hut. I was pleasantly surprised to find out that as recently as 2012 it 

still stood. A further update was obtained in 2015 when the bothy was still occupying its 

lonely outpost on the grassy slopes of A Chailleach). 

Culra - a lost bothy?  

Asbestos.  

Horrible stuff?  

Years ago, it was not necessarily the known case. Forty years ago, after leaving the 

Marines I can remember taking on a job in a plastics factory. It entailed stripping out the 

asbestos lagging on a mass of old pipes. The job was dirty, dusty and unbearably 

unpleasant. We had no proper gear and the air was thick with dust and fibres. 

Fortunately, the job only lasted a month and very shortly after I found myself at 

university in a much quieter and obviously safer environment. Nevertheless, I can still 

remember arriving home with all sorts of rashes and itchy discomfort.  

Even before this experience I had come across asbestos. Maintenance work on an 

ageing warship had brought contact with asbestos as a requirement of task completion. 

Then towards the end of the 80ôs a school in which I was teaching was closed down for 

several weeks when asbestos was discovered within the roof panels above a main 

corridor. Everyone was delighted on this occasion as a six-week summer holiday was 

extended by three weeks and I took the opportunity to take a longer break in the Italian 

Dolomites.  
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Asbestos has reared its head again and this time amid some very remote Munros. A 

recent visit to the central highlands certainly drove this point home as I approached one 

of my favourite bothies. Very many yards away I could see painted on the bothy walls 

and door the poignant words: 

Bothy closed Asbestos  

I had been prepared for this as it was common news within the circle of serious Munro 

óbaggers.ô Walkers and climbers had been warned not to use the bothy and that only in 

dire emergency should anyone enter the unlocked door. Culra is an MBA maintained 

building and after a professional survey asbestos was found within the fabric of the 

building. Discussions would have to take place regarding possible renovation or more 

likely demolition.  

Here the whole óworldô of litigation, blame and responsibility plays its hand. In this 

modern age, any organisation will understandably be wary of any action taken with the 

constant fear of a crippling backlash should anyone suffer and follow up with official 

complaint. A ójuicy pieô to sick modern-day solicitors?  

It really does get somewhat out of hand as the grim spectre of health and safety rears its 

ugly head. Scrolling through the myriad of comments on this contentious issue makes 

interesting reading. It ranges from the bothy obliteration to total disregard.  

ñWhat a load of health and safety nonsense. An overnight stay is not going to have any 

long-term health implications. So, over the years the very many thousands of people 

who have visited the bothy are now suffering from asbestosis?éNoéThought not! ñ  

This probably best fits my own personal viewpoint. After all I had been relatively 

closely connected to asbestos all those years ago. It has had no effect on me and 

stripping out redundant pipework must certainly be more hazardous than a one-night 

stay in a condemned bothy. But others disagree.  

ñComments like this are ill informed. Limited asbestos exposure can lead to asbestosis 

and mesothelioma and all exposure should be regarded as hazardous.ò 

The illustrious NHS now plays a hand. ñAsbestosis is a chronic long-term lung 

condition caused by prolonged exposure to asbestos. Asbestosis is a relatively rare 

condition as it takes a considerable amount of exposure to cause it.ò  

I read on with accelerating interest.  

ñCrashing your car or falling off a mountain can be regarded as hazardous and should 

be avoided. A complete overreaction because of the compensation culture of this 

country these days.ò ôElfô and safety culture is rife in the MBA these days what with the 

fire blankets/ removal of fireplaces and upper floor sleeping platforms ñCompo " culture 

prevails. The knocking down of this bothy will save no lives and benefit no-one except 

whoever builds the new one.  

I know where I stand should I find myself out in the wild with inclement weather 

blowing in from the high crags of Ben Alder. The Nanny State is not for me. When I 

discovered that Lords Rake was óout of boundsô the first chance I had was to visit 

Wasdale and carry out the epic traverse from the Pike to Scafell. Once again, the whole 

concept of the bothy is that they are basic, simple and often very remote shelters. If we 

listen to many of the doom and gloom merchants we may as well build a series of 

óHiltonsô across the slopes  

You must make up your own mind. 
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My first visit to Culra was many years ago and I can still remember the journey as 

though it was yesterday. A glorious day commenced at the railway station at 

Dalwhinnie and this was followed by a super quick bicycle ride towards and beyond 

Ben Alder Lodge. Loch Pattock was reached and I crossed the unique precarious 

suspension bridge before a rough 3 km track brought me to the bothy at Culra. In all 

total a journey of 15 km from my starting point. It had taken me about two hours and I 

was glad to get into the cool of the bothy. It was about 2 pm and the bothy was 

relatively luxurious compared with others I had experienced. I noticed one set of gear 

lying on a wooden bench. After exploring the many rooms of the bothy, I laid out my 

sleeping bag and had something to eat in the hot sunshine. 

 

 

Figure 22: Interior of Culra bothy [2004] 

 

The temperature in the bothy was 72 f but outside in the direct sunshine it was well over 

eighty. I decided to walk along the valley and seek out some Munros. Ben Alder was a 

possible target but after walking for some 3 km I decided on the Lancet ridge of Sgor 

Iutharn and the Munros beyond. I left the track leading to Bealach Dubh at GR 499744 

and slogged up the lower slopes of the ridge. It was steep and hard going but once the 

ridge proper was gained the nature of the climb makes you forget the tiring penance. 

The upper reaches were quite sporty, and the ridge became narrow and exposed with 

vertical drops to either side. I was glad to reach the top and realise that the serious bit of 

climbing was now behind me as the ridge widened out and dropped to a col before the 

last slog up steep slopes to the plateau of Geal Charn. A walk of 1 km across the flat top 

brought me to a large cairn. This was as far along the ridge that I was going. I now 

turned north east and walked across the plateau reaching the steep drop down to 

Diollaid a Chairn with superb views of Loch Coire Cheap to the óleft.ô After crossing 

over Diollaid aô Chairn there was a longish slog up the stony slopes of Carn Dearg 

which I reached sometime after 7 pm. The views were superb in all directions. From the 
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summit, I made the mistake of descending direct towards the bothy and it was very 

steep and rocky. A journey north east for about 1 km. would have made it easier. 

Nevertheless, I descended quickly and was in the bothy within the hour. An elderly 

couple were in residence and had anti-midge flames burning. Therefore, I had no 

problems drinking my bottle of red wine and consuming the steak pie I had left in the 

bothy that afternoon. The other occupant did not turn in. They must have been sleeping 

rough out on the hill. It was a reasonable night, but I still felt I had not had much sleep 

by the morning.  

The following day was even more stunning weather wise and an ascent of Long Leachas 

gave me access to the flat summit plateau of Ben Alder. By now a thin haze had turned 

to grey clouds and in a westerly direction the clouds had a distinctively angry 

appearance. The thought of the slog up to Beinn Bheoil did nothing for me and I aborted 

further progress on the Bealach Breabag. Picking up a good path I arrived back at the 

bothy by 3pm and dozed away an hour or more before the long cycle out took me back 

to civilisation.  

Bothy obsession but not mine 

Success by default but not mine.  

85% of my Munro ascents have been lone ventures; but there is always the odd 

anomaly. In May 2007, I was fully occupied in ascending peaks that had somehow 

óescapedô me on previous excursions. After óbaggingô several of the missing Fannich 

peaks I found myself staying in the historically famous Aultguish Inn. I had my own 

room in the adjoining bunkhouse which in fact was possibly more luxurious than the 

rooms in the actual hotel. Huge old-fashioned baths with unlimited hot water. Massive 

breakfasts and for once in my travels good company. I had met Mark a few days 

previous and he was also determined to ócompleatô his Munro task. Mark was climbing 

with John (both were doctors) and another friend Rod. Mark was almost desperate to 

experience a bothy stay and it was only a couple of really foul weather days that had 

persuaded him against the long walk in to Shenavall.  

I had still to climb Beinn Dearg and it so happened that all four of us set out on a cloudy 

but reasonable day to climb this peak. This pleased me. Lone climbing is great but 

occasional company is a bonus. We parked up at the western end of Loch Glascarnoch 

and took the path towards Loch aô Gharbhrain. We were all aware of the need to cross 

rivers and this was certainly ónigglingô away at the back of our minds. The weather had 

been very wet for at least four days and it was obvious all that water would be finding 

its way back to the sea via the mountain streams standing in our way. We were 

delighted to discover that at the point were the Allt aô Gharbhrain entered the loch it was 

possible to cross without the inconvenience of removing boots. Walking alongside Loch 

Coire Lair we slanted upwards towards the outlet stream of Loch aô Choire Ghranda. 

This was impressive scenery with the awesome crags of Beinn Dearg standing out. The 

climb up to the ridge was very steep and I was out at the back. Once upon the ridge it 

became more of a scramble with a bit of hands on rock. This suited me more than 

endless slog and I now moved on ahead towards the summit of Cona Mheall. As I 

reached the top Beinn Dearg disappeared into a mass of billowing cloud. The way 

forward towards Meal nan Ceapraichean also disappeared when just a few moments 

before it was all clear. The view out to the east was clear. After a stop for food we 

commenced the descent to the bealach to the west and here the skies cleared again, and 
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the way forward was in view. At this stage Mark fully intended to continue after Beinn 

Dearg as this would be Munro number 99. He badly desired number 100. As I had 

climbed these two extra Munros two years previously in a howling gale with little or no 

visibility I had stated I would continue if they offered views from the top. This looked 

unlikely as we plodded up the slopes to the flat top of Beinn Dearg. Inwardly I decided 

to make Beinn Dearg my main goal and looked forward to a descent along the crest 

above Loch aô Choire Ghranda. Just as we reached the top of Beinn Dearg the clouds 

were torn apart yet again, and reasonable views were obtained, mainly to the west and 

south. Northwards still had a covering of dark angry clouds.  

This was indeed decision time. It was 3.40 pm and Mark and John left the top at 3.45 

whilst Rod and I left fifteen minutes later in the opposite direction. Our descent was 

interesting and in good visibility we looked down the vertical crags above the loch. A 

later section was very steep indeed with crags that required careful circumnavigation. 

We managed this steep descent taking great care to avoid slips. The valley walk out was 

very long and seemed never ending. Probably 4 miles at the end of a long day and the 

last section was particularly tiring. The cars were reached by 7 pm (3 hours from the 

top). 

This was now the beginning of a mini epic.  

We drove back to the bunkhouse as Rod had arranged to pick up the óDocsô at 8 óishô at 

the telephone box in Inverlael. After a gin and tonic and a clean-up he left at 8.20 to 

carry out the pick-up. We had worked out that it would probably take them longer than 

they had thought to descend. Also, a message had been picked up on Rods mobile 

which said ñWe are just leaving the top of Eididh nan Clach Geala after some difficulty 

route finding in the thick mist. It is 7 pm. ñ 

We worked this out. From Beinn Dearg to Ceapraichean would normally take approx. 

40 minutes. The second Munro should take 50 minutes or so. Leaving Beinn Dearg at 

3.45 meant an arrival at the 2nd Munro at roughly 5.30. They were obviously well 

behind schedule and the weather was taking a serious turn for the worse. The march out 

was a good two hours, more likely 2-3 hours. It looked like a pick up at about 9.30 óishô. 

I remembered my ascent and descent. It was in horrendous conditions. I had walked out 

on a strict compass bearing and fortunately picked up the stalkers path without too 

much trouble. I then had the very long descent to make, maybe 4-5 miles. Not easy; and 

difficult in poor conditions. Rod phoned the bunkhouse at 11 pm to say that they had 

not turned up. He again phoned at midnight after which Rod phoned the mountain 

rescue for advice. They suggested a delay until the morning as it was not a cold night 

even though visibility was minimal. Little could be achieved in the thick clag and 

darkness. The next morning brought no further news or developments and Rod met up 

with the mountain rescue teams at 9 am and a plan was formulated. As it was now 5 

hours after daylight I suspected that something bad had happened or that they were 

completely off route. Wherever they had ended up it could not take more than a few 

hours to reach the roads towards the west. That is assuming they had left the summit in 

the correct (or nearly correct) direction. The mountain rescue teams seemed to know 

what they were doing. By 11 am I was really convinced that Mark and John must be 

way out to the east in the wild country of the Freevater forest.  

I drove into Ulapool to get some supplies and much needed petrol. On return to the 

phone box at Inverael I noticed all the vehicles had departed. Assuming the crisis was 

over I returned to the bunkhouse and was ófilled inô on events.  
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They had reached Ceapraichean in good time and in clear weather. Spirits were high as 

Munro number 100 was claimed. However, conditions now deteriorated in a big way 

and the next Munro took a lot longer to reach than expected. In fact, a fifty-minute 

climb took almost three hours. Here the cloud cover caused massive confusion and 

tiredness and possible hypothermia were taking their toll. It seems amazing but a 

descent on a bearing of 90 degrees east instead of 270-degree west had been taken. In 

very poor conditions these things can easily happen. Mark and John struggled down 

featureless slopes and a state of desperation was setting in. Just where the hell were 

they? Fortune was certainly on their side as several hours later they came across a haven 

in the form of a bothy they had not known existed. Even more important was the fact 

the bothy was occupied. They were told of their whereabouts (Glean Beag) which came 

as a great shock when the map was carefully consulted. There was nothing to do now 

other than wait for the morning. Their newly acquainted friends dished out hot pasta and 

a cold uncomfortable night was spent on the cold bothy floor.  

The next morning entailed a massive walk out along Gleann Beag towards Strath Vaich 

a trek of some 12-14 miles. Some distance along the track they were met by a 

Landrover from the mountain rescue team. As no signals on their mobile phones were 

obtained this was the first contact with outside óagenciesô after we received their 

message from Eididh nan Clach Geala.  

My fear that something had badly gone wrong was based on the premise that it was 

impossible to walk out on a bearing so completely wrong.  

The things some people do in order to stay in a bothy??? I knew Mark had set his heart 

on reaching Shenavall. Glen Beg by default was a good second?  

The nasty side of Scafell Pike - claustrophobic hell 

My 50th ascent of Scafell Pike took place on one of the most perfect weather days of my 

long mountain career. Glorious blue skies, little breeze and views out to the far distant 

horizon. The Isle of Man could be seen out in the Irish Sea whilst I was relatively low 

on the hill. On the summit, Ireland could just be made out an experience I have rarely 

witnessed. I stayed on the top for over three hours and ópeople watchedô as hundreds of 

folk dragged their tired limbs to the massive summit cairn.  

This was all so very different from an ascent back in the late 1980ôs where my vivid 

memory leaves me with a feeling of dread as to what might have happened.  

I left the old DG (inn) in the Langdale valley for an ascent that usually takes me 3 ½ - 4 

hours. The intention was to meet up with two friends who were climbing from 

Borrowdale and we had a prearranged plan to leave a message under a big boulder 

exactly one yard due north of the triangulation column. Thus, whoever got there 

ósecondô would know the whereabouts of the first arrival. We would then spend the 

night on the top of England. The weather was awful and in the valley it was raining and 

the wind was screaming down from Rossett Pass. I bent forward and struggled into the 

teeth of this developing gale. At Angle Tarn, I was almost blown into the tarn waters 

and I was amazed to see the spray being picked up and carried away in all directions. I 

was having serious doubts about my sanity even at this stage. I kept attempting to 

ñcompartmentaliseò my climb. Pick out a target and get to it. Then pick another and 

hope that progress would follow. At Esk Hause I gladly took refuge behind the large 

wall shelter and huddled down feeling very sorry for myself. 
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Turning back has rarely been in my vocabulary so I decided to carry on even though the 

prospects were decidedly unpleasant.  

(At this moment in time, although I did not find out until several days later, my friends 

had just reached the plateau top of Esk Hause and with abundant common sense decided 

to turn back.) 

Thus, although I did not know it at the time, I was not totally alone. 

I certainly felt it. 

I struggled into Calf Cove and in the lee of Ill Crag was afforded a little shelter. 

However, all good things come to an end and once on the boulder strewn top of Ill Crag 

all hell was let loose. I was down on my hands and knees clutching boulders to stop 

myself being blown into oblivion.6 A climb/ walk of usually 10 minutes took me well 

over an hour. The last 300feet to the summit will forever haunt me and my arrival at 11 

pm concluded a 9 hour climb that usually takes 4. Of course, my friends were not there. 

No-one was. I had slept out on Scafell Pike before on a New Yearôs Eve but then it had 

been calm; very cold, but windless. The thought of struggling back into the teeth of that 

hurricane was leaving me in total despair. A search for a boulder under which to hide 

my message was out of the question in this gale. I considered a summit bivvy and then I 

had an inspiration. Down on the Mickledore ridge some 400 ft. towards Scafell there 

was a stretcher box and within would be resting a stretcher. This was to be my refuge. 

Leaving the top, I descended and had one nasty moment when fatigue caused me to lose 

the obvious path across the sea of boulders. Fortunately, I found a cairn in the darkness 

and after a struggle in the wind found myself on the ridge and the hoped-for salvation of 

the óbox.ô  

The container is approx. 7 feet in length and has the appearance of a solid coffin. 

Entrance is by means of a lid type door at the front end, which is held in place by a 

clasp on the outside. The interior held a canvas stretcher that in my case was a ready 

made óbedô in a hostile environment of cold and wicked wind. I crawled in and 

slammed the lid on the miserable world.  

All night the wind howled across the ridge and although this was very disconcerting I 

felt relatively safe in my cramped refuge.  

The true horrors of my climb were about to órear their headô the next morning. At 7am I 

realised I had to make downward progress. I had to get off this infernal hill. It was now 

that fear gripped me even more than the gale of the previous night climb. The box had 

an external clasp. It could only be operated from the outside. I could not open it as I had 

slammed it down on my arrival the previous evening. I kicked out and kicked again. 

Little pressure could be exerted, as I was lying flat. It would be no use shouting as the 

box was covered in sheet steel as a weather protector, and anyway I would have to time 

 
6 K2 is fully deserving of the title the ókiller mountainô. The list of disasters is endless, but one does stand 

out above all and illustrates just how quickly mountain conditions can change. Like many climbers before 

her Allison Hargreaves had fallen into the trap of opting for a day of rest whilst above what is commonly 

known as the death zone. In hindsight, this decision was foolhardy to the point of cavalier. Thus, Allison 

and her fellow climbers wasted a glorious weather day lying in their tents in a futile attempt to rehydrate 

when in fact their very own bodies were slowly dying. Their joy was short-lived as an appalling storm 

was on itôs way and struck them whilst on the upper slopes of the mountain. From calm to hell took a 

matter of minutes and all the brave climbers were literally plucked off the mountain and tossed into the 

void. Whilst crossing the Ill Crag plateau I experienced somewhat similar conditions. On one occasion, I 

was lifted from the boulder strewn path and tossed some fifteen yards away to land heavily. Not a K2 

moment but still one to make me seriously think. 
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my ócriesô at exactly the time someone was passing. In these conditions, this could be 

days. I had my ice axe but had left it outside so there was no chance of me hacking my 

way out.  

Desperation set in. 

I have never considered myself as claustrophobic but now I was having serious doubts.  

I later found out that claustrophobia is the fear of having no escape, and being closed 

into a small space. It is typically classified as an anxiety disorder and often results in a 

rather severe panic attack It is also confused sometimes with cleithrophobia, the fear of 

being trapped. 

Others noted that this was an irrational fear and that the attacks were caused by certain 

stimuli such as being in a small room.  

My stretcher box was small.  

I thought back many years. During my time teaching I was an outdoor pursuit instructor 

and on several occasions we undertook activities such as potholing. I cannot ever claim 

to have really enjoyed it, but the mystic scenery of the underground world was 

something worth venturing down to witness. I shall always remember a scary moment 

whilst crawling through the cheese press in the Long Churn cave system. An adventurer 

in front of me froze and she had her very own panic attack I could not go forward 

neither could I retreat. Underground counselling was not a particularly satisfactory 

event, but it did succeed, and we overcame and arrived back into the warm sunshine. 

Another moment came flooding back to me. After leaving the marines I took on a job 

working for Big Tom and one of my tasks was to clean and paint the interior of a large 

tank. The entrance was through a tiny hatchway. As I knelt within, carrying out my hot 

and dusty task, it did cross my mind that the only route of escape was that very small 

and somewhat insignificant hatch. I prevailed and thought no more about it.  

Now here I was trapped in this infernal mountain coffin.  

Advice to think positively left me cold; as did the optimism of relax and be calm.  

Bollocks. I was in danger.  

I was not being irrational 

I was scared shitless. 

I was panicking. 

I kicked out viscously.  

The lid flew open.  

I shot out of with a speed I have never shown before or after that sacred moment. I 

ókitted upô and at 8 óishô I climbed back to the summit. I left a full message7  under a 

stone near the trig. point and I descended quickly over Broad Crag and Ill Crag. On the 

slopes towards Esk Hause I was delighted to see other people, the first I had seen for 21 

hours. Never were pints in the old DG so welcome. After rejecting several tempting 

 
7 ) On the many times I have climbed the Pike since my stormy stopover I have never managed to find my 

message. I know exactly where I left it. Either it has been discovered and removed or I have made a 

mistake in my location of the boulder. Not unlike Wainwrightôs buried treasure on Lank Rigg. (Lank 

Rigg 7 The Western Fells A. Wainwright.) 
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offers of accommodation, I returned to Liverpool calling in to my friends to see what 

had happened to them.  

For days after my experience I was thinking all the time about how often our existence 

hangs by a tiny thread.  

In my case it was the malfunction of a mere metal clasp on what had been my nocturnal 

refuge but may have been my daytime coffin.8 

Do not even think of doing what I did. Even if the skies are caving in.  

Penultimate Munro - trials and tribulations  

Why on earth had I left Beinn Fhionnlaidh and Mullach na Dheiragain as my last two 

Munros? Whilst tackling them I was wishing it might have been Beinn na Lap or the 

Cairnwell. 

For some unknown and strange reason, I was suffering mysterious feelings as I 

approached my penultimate climb. Four days of glorious weather had enabled me to 

visit Mull and Ben More was climbed along with the island Corbett. Accompanied by 

cobalt blue skies I had further unfinished business in the far north. Since my first visit to 

the Torridon giants, Beinn Eighe Spidean Coire nan Clach had been promoted to Munro 

status. I had only visited the triangulation point 972m and now I required the true 

summit 993m.  

Munroists must get it right?  

It was now that the weather gods were to have their say in the eventual proceedings. 

Leaving Torridon I drove to Achnasheen and then along Glen Carron heading towards 

the two Munros I still had to climb. There was much more cloud and the threat of 

serious rain was certainly in the air. I certainly did not fancy the thought of camping 

especially as access to these peaks entails a very long approach march. A diversion to 

the Corbett Sguman Coinntich only led to a lowering in my overall mood as the skies 

were now a broiling mass of dark angry cloud and although it was not actually raining 

the threat was so obviously there. The mountains were no longer friendly giants. 

A rough ódossô was followed by a damp and uncomfortable preparation for the long trek 

in to Iron Lodge and the eventual approach to my mountain. I still had hopes to climb 

both the Munros. With hindsight, this was a ridiculously ambitious desire. My mood 

was not solely darkened by the ominous weather. Serious river crossings were playing 

havoc at the back of my mind and my usually optimistic óglass half fullô was well and 

truly relegated to a óglass half empty.ô At first the track was tarmac but then it turned to 

gravel but still a surface along which speedy progress could be made. The rain now 

cascaded down with even greater force and within minutes I was totally soaked and my 

mood sank lower still. I reached Iron Lodge sometime after 10 am and sheltered from 

the heavy rain, a somewhat pointless gesture with conditions as they were. Leaving the 

lodge, I ascended the very steep path heading up through the pass towards Loch an 

Droma. This is a good path and I noticed that the sky was brightening somewhat even if 

my mood was still óultra low.ô Time was marching on and at GR. 079294, 4 km from 

Iron Lodge I spotted marks of a tracked vehicle heading down towards the river. I 

followed them dreading what I might discover. The ground was marshy and so very wet 

 
8 The stretcher box on Mickledore has now been changed. I noticed this on a recent ascent of the 

mountain. My refuge is gone but never forgotten. 
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but within ten minutes I reached the river to witness a raging torrent. I was in total 

dismay. This was not just a 'full' river. The flow of water was ominous and somewhat 

frightening and I had to get to the other side. Indecision kicked in. I could progress 

further downstream towards Loch Mullardoch and hope to cross where the river ófanned 

outô as it entered the loch waters. Or could I dare a river crossing right here. I chose the 

latter. Drawing on all my Royal Marine experiences of river crossing I faced upstream 

and jammed my ski poles into the bed of the river. Fully booted I inched across the 

swelling waters. Half way across the water level was just below my groin and I made 

very slow progress, as a slip here would surely have been fatal. With enormous relief, I 

reached the opposite bank and immediately climbed a short rise to meet a good path 

heading away towards Loch Mullardoch. After another kilometre, I had similar 

difficulty crossing the Allt Cam but this time the distance to cross was only 5 yards. 

Shorter distance but even faster flow. Reaching GR 098288 I discovered an upturned 

boat across the path and gladly climbed beneath it to obtain relief from the torrential 

rainfall. It was now gone 1 pm and I looked ahead to the very long climb still to be 

negotiated. Looking on the map and working out the distance I had covered caused me 

just a little concern. The car was almost twelve miles away and I still had a considerable 

amount of ascent to complete. I walked along the track into Gleann a Choilich and once 

again realised I had another river crossing to make. I completed this with some grave 

difficulty at GR 103280 and after a short rest commenced the endless slog up the 

western flank of Beinn Fhionnlaidh. The slope was unremittingly steep before the 

gradient eased off. I was now on the summit ridge and a short climb north brought me 

to the small cairn adorning the highest point. The relief was massive but I fully realised 

just how far I had to return. Just a ten-minute stop before I commenced my descent 

sometime after 4. I had decided not to go straight down (the route I had ascended) but 

rather follow the ridge south towards the Bealach Beag 832m. This was taking me even 

further away from óhomeô but the gradient was easier to negotiate. As I reached the 

bealach the clouds parted slightly and I obtained grand views of Carn Eighe, Mam 

Sodhail and other mountains to the south east.  

Any lingering thought of a return over Mullach na Dheiragain was well and truly cast 

into the dustbin of optimism. Making my painful way back to the valley floor I regained 

the faint path and began to retrace my earlier route, still thinking of the river crossings 

yet to be made. All the time I was remembering my climbs in Iceland. Crossing glacial 

rivers can be a lottery. Present weather has little to do with water levels. Minimal and 

maximum flow depend on time of day and total distance from glacier snout. It can all 

turn out to be a mathematical task to enable any climber to be in the right place at the 

right time regarding getting across.  

My mathematics was never much ócopô and today calculations were irrelevant. The 

water levels had risen somewhat and my earlier escapades were now even more 

daunting. I must admit being fearful of motorways, but in the mountains, fear is a 

feeling I rarely experience. On this occasion I was just a little fearful. No-one knew 

where I was and these dam waters were scary to the highest degree. Time was órunning 

awayô and after a final snack under my upturned boat I ventured again into the waters of 

hell. By the time I spotted Iron Lodge from my track on the slopes it was almost 

completely dark. The rain had returned and discomfort was a word that hardly described 

my true feelings. The feelings of apprehension I had experienced all the time from my 

distant departure came flooding back.  

I entered the open lodge and took stock of my situation. The 8-mile slog in what was 

now cold sleet left me in total despair. It was completely dark and even though cold and 
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bare the lodge did offer shelter of some reliability. I looked around. The lounge had 

flaking plaster and one corner of the roof was collapsing. Nevertheless, it was 

weatherproof. The kitchen was cold and bare but it also offered total protection from the 

elements. The solid staircase led to the upper rooms in which there were several pieces 

of bedroom furniture. The lodge was cold. The lodge was bare; but the lodge was dry. I 

was going nowhere.  

I discovered several old mats and arranged a óbedô of sorts. A fire was out of the 

question. I had no matches and anyway this was not my house. I was only here because 

of the appalling exterior conditions. I was trespassing but only by default. My gear was 

wet but I did manage to salvage some items relatively dry. Total fatigue would also be 

my ally. In my condition, I think it might have been possible to sleep on the proverbial 

clothes line.  

I am not superstitious and I am not a ghost believer. However, as I lay there in the cold 

darkness I did sense a real feeling. Something I could not quite work out. There was a 

presence, whatever that might mean. I thought of other long and lonely night time 

stopovers. My experiences at Benalder Cottage came back to mind. This place has a 

reputation to be haunted but that story I had completely cast aside as fantasy. Anyway, 

on my night there I was not alone and that does make a huge difference. Corryhully 

came to mind. That was spooky but almost all of it was to do with the weather. Howling 

winds and awesome rainfall accompanied by noises of all sorts of description. 

Corryhully was scary but not of the supernatural nature. I had slept out on the summit of 

Coniston Old Man many years ago. At midnight, I could see the lights of Blackpool and 

lighthouses on the Isle of Man. Just two hours later visibility was six feet and the rain 

cascaded down on my totally inadequate biivi sack. Scary? Yes; but only of a 

discomfort nature. Very many years ago when I was just a child I can remember being 

alone in the house and being very wary of venturing upstairs. My imagination was 

running riot and all sorts of irrational feelings were coursing through my being. This is 

the problem. The imagination takes hold and thought processes spiral out of control. 

Yes, it is the imagination that is to blame.  

Back to the now. Back to Iron Lodge on this cold and dreary night. I was okay in my 

bivvy bag. I was relatively dry. I was safe from the elements.  

But as sleep was searched for it was the noises that took control. Creaks and bangs, 

scrapings and howls all cascaded into the lodge and deep into my tired mind. I tried so 

hard to differentiate them. There were vibrations and movements. I was sure of this but 

of what? Sounds at night are accentuated simply because there are fewer other sounds to 

compete. When vision is not in play hearing is sharpened; and of course, the wind can 

exaggerate any of the slightest noises that may abound through the hours of darkness.  

Now I really was sure I could hear creaking. Was I on the edge of craziness? I 

desperately wanted to arrive at scientific answers to these weird noises. Creaking can be 

caused by the different contraction rates of different substances. Yes, that must be it. At 

night and in winter the whole house cools down thus creaking and rubbing takes place 

and it is all accentuated by the general silence.  

Knocking, tapping, shuffling, creaking and bangs. There were explanations, but my 

mind was racing away with outlandish theories; again my imagination was in the 

ascendancy. I thought back to a film I had seen many years ago. My favourite actor Jack 

Nicholson was a very troubled character staying with his family at a remote and lonely 

hotel as a caretaker. The hotel had been the scene of a violent murder by a past caretaker 
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and the disembodied spirits of his two little daughters roamed the corridors at will. Jack 

becomes unbalanced and it was only by a narrow margin that his wife and son managed 

to escape. Jack was left to freeze to death in a most horrible manner. This memory was 

certainly not what I wanted at this unnerving juncture at Iron Lodge.  

But total fatigue and a misfiring of my brain brought it all to an end and it was only the 

dull light of a cold dawn that brought me back to the so called real world. They say that 

animals celebrate the dawn and birds turn to a cascade of sound. For me this cold, 

damp, dawn daylight was so very welcome.  

The walk out to my car was long and uncomfortable and all along the way my mind was 

occupied by the events of the previous night. All was okay in the end. Considerations of 

parallel universe, de ja vu and actual exploration of the noise source raced through my 

tired brain. I had not investigated directly because of a previous experience. Funny 

noises and scrapes on the door of a bothy had been caused by an inquisitive deer. Why 

go outside to merely see this event.  

Or was it that to exit my safe bivvy sack was less desirable than lying there trying to 

ignore the whole escapade.  

Was I genuinely scared? 

 

 

Figure 23: Bedroom Iron Lodge 
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Figure 24: Lounge Iron Lodge [2008] 
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Figure 25: Staircase Iron Lodge 
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A hut on Lingy Hill  

ñI felt I was preparing a book that would have no readers at all, a script that would have 

no players and no public. Glorious days of absolute freedom, days like feeling the only 

person on earth. No crowds to dodge, no noisy chatter, no litter. Just me and the sheep 

and the larks above. ñ  

Poignant words from Wainwright written in 1961 on completion of his Northern Fells 

volume. 

 

 

Figure 26: Shooting box on Great Lingy Hill 

 

I had ventured to these hills four years previously (1957) and experienced exactly the 

same feelings. Although only a teenager I fully concurred with his sentiments and if I 

had not I surely would have done so on reading his words. The Northern Fells were 

lonely and remote and 60 years ago it was possible to walk and walk without seeing a 

soul for days on end. I can still remember coming across a lonely outpost in the form of 

a shooting box on Great Lingy Hill. I loathed the original purpose of this structure as it 

was tied to the slaughter of the innocent but my memory of it remained fixed in my 

mind. In the 1990ôs I visited again, and this time spent a night of seclusion within its 

confines. It was on this occasion I met a chap whose occupation was to check out the 

fells and generally keep an eye on everything for the National Park authorities. He 

informed me he would like to win the lottery a thought that left me cold and totally 

without interest. I tried to assure this chap that he had almost the perfect occupation. 

Being paid to roam the fells and keep an eye on all that was around him. I think he 
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agreed by the time it came for us to depart. In 2006, I returned to the shooting box on a 

day of great heat and serious drought. Once again, I stayed overnight and on the 

following day I roamed the fells in total seclusion. At the end of a seriously hot day I 

reached the summit of Blencathra and almost immediately found myself enclosed 

within a cell of sweating ascenders. Scores of people on the popular top but not a soul 

had I seen on Mungrisdale Common, Great Sca Fell or Knott. 

Requiem for a bothy wanderer 

February 2017. Unseasonably mild and not a bit of snow to be seen. The loneliness is 

total although I have heard that Mosedale is no longer the seclusion zone of my youth. 

The bothy is almost luxurious compared to my memories of sixty years ago. Yes, it was 

that long ago when I first visited this lonely outpost in Lakeland.  

In 1957 Mosedale Cottage was a semi ruin as I was commencing my deep interest in the 

drowned village of Mardale. Large sections of the construction were roofless and 

crumbling walls and stone strewn waste gave the appearance of a building within the 

confines of a wartime zone. It was not a place to linger and I had other ruins to seek out 

on the upper banks of the unforgiving reservoir. 

It was to be another forty years before I next saw Mosedale. My obsession with Mardale 

had undertaken a short break as I commenced a pictorial record of the secluded valley 

of Swindale using one hundred-year-old maps.  

As I looked down on Swindale, I had a feeling similar to that during all my studies of 

Haweswater and Mardale. I was thinking of the 1930ôs when Mardale was slowly 

ódyingô. Farmhouses that had stood for centuries were being razed to the ground and the 

old church and friendly inn were being denied to future generations. The whole valley 

was being prepared for the great flood. Swindale too was being prepared for a similar 

fate but something happened at the last moment. Almost like a young girl ready for the 

ball; but she did not get to go. Probably a better analogy would be preparation for a 

wake or funeral that never happened. In Mardale everything died. Buildings, animals, 

trees and birds.  

But Swindale survived.  

My 1997 exploration took me to all the historic buildings of this remote and lonely 

valley. On completion, I climbed the steep valley headwall and arrived on the flat slopes 

leading towards Gatescarth. Some distance short of the pass I saw it again. Mosedale 

Cottage stood out clearly under the steep scree covered slopes of a past mining venture.  

I walked across to investigate and was pleasantly surprised to see workers involved in 

renovations of a sort. Only small changes, but it was obvious someone was taking an 

interest in this old cottage, once the home to local shepherds. In 1999 the Mountain 

Bothy Association formally took responsibility for the building and major 

improvements were put into operation. When next I visited in 2002 the bothy was 

almost unrecognisable and since that year further work has been carried out. 

Now here I was in yet another year and so very grateful for the endless labours of the 

willing volunteers of the MBA.  

There is nothing quite so comforting as a good glowing fire. Alcohol helps, and an 

imagination might just be the final element to make a bothy stopover unique. There was 
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nobody to distract me and I turned to my crumpled newspaper that I had intended to use 

to ignite my fire. 

At last we were witnessing a leader who actually desired to do something. To put into 

operation policies that might well change the hopeless mess the world was careering 

towards. In just the last nine months, certain European leaders had initiated policies that 

no-one can deny led to death and terrorist actions. To be sure the original aim was 

commendable, but sadly misguided.  

The world is changing and the times of doing nothing and suppressing the will of the 

people are over. Brexit, the exit of Cameron, the Italian resignations and the peopleôs 

choice of Donald Trump have set in motion momentous change. What might be next?  

France, Holland, the economic mess of Greece and the divisions within Spain over 

hurtful youth unemployment.  

It was all in the newspaper that I did not burn. The firelights had done their work and 

now I could read words I would normally not see.  

If you have a cancer it requires urgent action. If possible, it must be ócut out.ô You do 

not encourage it. Firm action is vital to carry out elimination. If liberal ideas lead to 

innocent people being blown up on trains and shoppers being mown down by lorries, 

then action must be taken. If some ópoorô sad psycho is inconvenienced, so be it. The 

people must be protected. The liberal ideas of Clegg and Farron, Blair and Cameron are 

out of touch and out of date.  

9/11 illustrated this succinctly. Maniacs, for whatever reason, destroyed thousands of 

innocent people in acts of savagery. As soon as they embark on a journey such as this 

they give up any consideration of their human rights. To be blunt they are simply no 

longer human. They must be eliminated.  

I can still think back to the weeks after Bin Laden was eliminated. A certain politician, 

who in my opinion should have known better, declared his dismay that the thug was 

killed and not captured. He wanted him interrogated. How completely out of touch this 

statement was. Maybe it illustrates just why he never actually held high meaningful 

office.  

I can relate all these issues to my own service experiences. If someone is shooting at me 

and doing their damnedest to kill me I shoot back. I do not ask questions, nor do I 

request he puts down his annoying weapon. I shoot and if I kill so be it. This did 

happen, but I would fear for the soldier of today who is now also at the mercy of the 

money grabbing legal system.  

The bothy fire has disappeared and the wind has risen but temperatures are well above 

average for this time of year. I had brought in some coal but my biggest load item was a 

delicious bottle of the famous grouse. I poured myself a huge dram and set back to 

regain my thoughts. 

When the Liverpool Institute closed in 1985 (a victim of the militant movement within 

the Liverpool Labour party) the plan was for three schools to merge to form an 

impressively named University School. This was to consist of 200 students from the 

failed Paddington Comprehensive (built in 1968 for 2000 students and now down to a 

tenth of that number) 700 students from the boys Institute and 200 girls from 

Blackburne House. Sadly, the whole project was doomed from day one. The city was in 

the grip of nonsensical political correctness and this filtered into every aspect of 

authority organisation. By 1990 the eleven hundred students of University school had 
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declined to just 28 and the school followed the Institutes into oblivion. I taught right 

through those crazy days of argument, bitterness, non-co-operation and often plain 

stupidity. The racial aspect óreared its head,ô on so many occasions fuelled by many 

who simply wanted to create problems where probably no real problems existed.  

I still have a copy of the Liverpool Echo dated February 12th 1986 with the front-page 

headlines ñPupils quit school in race row.ò 

Seven senior students walked out of the school because they feared for their safety. 

These boys, four of them prefects, moved to the girlôs section because they feared they 

would be attacked. The boys and their parents claimed that moves to promote racial 

harmony had the reverse effect. New rulings included the following.  

A blackboard must now be called a chalk board and school discos are to be turned into 

reggae parties. A pupil was told off for drawing Greenland larger than Africa. (I can 

relate to this issue. As head of Geography I was told in no uncertain terms that the 

mercator projection could not be used on maps of the world. It made Africa look 

smaller than Greenland. I could not believe my ears and gave the misguided teacher a 

full piece of my mind) Black bin liners were abolished and this was followed by 

wheelie bins. In Liverpool to this day they are purple. My close friend George, the 

school groundsman, was ordered to rename his black Labrador. He had called it 

óSooty.ô  

Other newspaper articles went on to state ñIt is like two different school in one. There is 

one rule for the white students and another for the black pupils. The teachers are 

frightened to do anything in case they are called racistò.  

On the occasion of a London based education advisor visiting the school I was escorting 

him out to his car when he spotted three black students vandalising the workshop 

windows. He looked at me for action, which certainly was not about to be delivered. He 

was quite amazed; therefore, I quickly opened the fire door and invited him to intervene 

with corrective measures. He thought for just a moment and then proceeded with me 

along the corridor and out on to the road where he had parked his car. He now 

discovered his car placed neatly on bricks and all four expensive wheels long gone 

missing. I did telephone the police regarding the damage to school but if I had done the 

so called ónobleô thing it is almost a certainty I would have fallen foul of the racist card 

and probably suspended for the next twenty-five years. The craziness went on and on 

and the school sunk lower and lower until in 1990 it was put out of its misery.  

The sadness of all this was the fact that the problems did not actually exist. They were 

all ófired upô by adults who were more than a little politically motivated. The students 

were great. Black or White, Muslim or Jew disabled or able bodied it did not matter. I 

was an outdoor pursuits tutor and myself and every section of the school ventured out to 

hills, bunkhouses, ski slopes and cave systems in total happiness and harmony.  

Why do we allow interfering out of touch political ómeddlersô ruin everything?  

Out on the mountains we were all one happy team.  

It was all coming back to me and an article in my newspaper really caught my eye. 

People were rallying against the policies of Donald Trump. Of course, this is their right 

and as long as it is peaceful it is perfectly acceptable. In fact, it is the bedrock of our 

democratic system. However, have these people not heard of manifestos. Trump had 

just fought and won an election. Before this election he had very clearly stated what he 

intended to do. Now he was doing it the narrow-minded liberals were aghast and full of 
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anger. All very similar to the politicians who cannot stomach the wishes of the people 

of the United Kingdom who voted for Brexit and quite rightly are expecting Brexit.  

Trump is not just doing the popular thing he is doing the necessary thing and anything 

that eases the possibility of me and my family being blown up by some maniac is very 

alright by me.  

Time for sleep and it did not come easily. At 73 your bones are not so unforgiving and 

hard wooden benches just a little less attractive  

February marched in and again it was a dull and damp day. I did not have far to walk 

but somehow it all seemed to take more time. The ground was damp and the sky was 

grey and my mood was low. As I walked past the ruins of High Swindale Head it all 

seemed too much.  

I was moving back into the manic world, but my spirit was left high on the fell tops. I 

was finding paths that used to give me no concern just a little problematic. Strangely I 

could remember climbs of the distant past whilst events of just a month ago were dim 

within my mind. Was it like this for my dear old friend Gabriel, the ólegendô of 

Williamson tunnels. Sadly, now in a care home he has almost no knowledge of recent 

events but can certainly go back to what he continually calls the good old days. Sitting 

with Gabriel is so sad and a reminder that we are all so very finite. Yes, I was so very 

low. The inevitability of the finite and impossibility of the infinite.  

I must snap out of this gloomy mood. A little further on I reach Truss Gap where 

workmen are carrying out serious modernisation. From seclusion and memories, I am 

now back to JCBôs and mechanical diggers. In just a few hundred yards I am back at my 

motor car and the transition is complete.  

I am back in the órealô world.  

Do I really want to be here???  

I had come the complete circle. Bothies to wild camps. Uncomfortable doss to strange 

tin shacks. Strange overnight stays in vulnerable shooting boxes to a desperate night in a 

storm ridden stretcher box.  

Almost always alone and certainly always in superb surroundings.  

Why?  

Ticking (climbing) Munros was ófun.ô (for me) The achievement was my existence 

highlight. The bothy became an integral part of just reaching many remote areas. A 

means to an end. But they also played an important role in their own right. ñThe 

experienceò 

No, I am not ótickingô bothies, merely relating experiences. As the years pass by age 

inevitably creeps upon us all. Maybe I shall go out there and seek some of the famous 

bothies I have missed on my previous journeys. The famous Tarf Hotel which is so 

ridiculously named. A hotel it certainly is not. Strange that I have never visited this very 

lonely outpost. My ascents of An Sgarsoch and Carn an Fhidhleir had been carried out 

from Linn of Dee. And of course, a return to the ultimate in mystery the secret howff on 

the rocky slopes near Beinn a Bhuird 

Thus, my account has been a ótaster.ô My bothy experience might have taken up over 50 

years but it is still an ongoing task. Not unlike the opening of Joseph Williamsons 

mysterious tunnels. We had the massive task of clearing out 150 years of accumulated 



74 

 

rubbish and if we had waited for this task to be completed we probably would never 

have opened. Instead the weird attraction opened in 2002 and the tours ran alongside the 

ongoing clearance of junk My bothy stopovers will continue and with the sole company 

of a decent malt I cannot think of anything more desirable.  

This is not the place for bothy rules Iôll leave that to your common sense. Where are 

they all? Well this is where a little controversy might órear its head.ô I can remember in 

my early years of bothy stays I just came upon them. I did not have a list and this was 

before the MBA (Mountain Bothies Association) came into existence. Many of the 

bothies were indeed desperate lodgings.  

I have discovered a jumble of notes in an old chest in my study. For the purpose of 

updating, whenever I have heard of recent developments, I have included them adding 

the accuracy of today to my often-dated memories.  

But here I have to be very careful in reaching a balance. It is certainly true that the rise 

of the internet and social media (in some respects a curse?) has put bothy provision at 

risk. No longer a matter of word of mouth, bothy location can now be acquired by all 

and sundry with access to a computer. The bothy can be open to abuse and in some 

respects, it is.  

But. 

They were abused before. Human beings will always have certain traits. Many famous 

bothies were trashed in the 1920ôs and 30ôs. It might well be unfair to totally blame 

modern technology.  

And.  

There were paedophiles and freaks before pornography. The sickness of modern media 

is not totally to blame 

And. 

Some people are sick and will carry out abuse whatever system or circumstances are in 

place.  

I want you to go out there and like me seek your bothy experience. Always with total 

respect to animals, property and people.   
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3. BOTHIES AND HOWFFS 

Introduction  

Not a definitive list, and here I am somewhat concerned with the word list. This is not 

intended to be a list of bothies but more a list of my experiences. On my journeys across 

Scotland I have had discussions with other bothy folk. Some have been critical of bothy 

lists and possibly there is some validity in their concern. However, we must accept a 

balance. Accusations that lists will only make the bothy more susceptible to vandalism 

etc. are pointless. Almost all and every bothy, howff and doss are available to anyone 

who can read a map. If indeed they do want to go out there and cause damage can we 

prevent this from happening?  

How do we stop the irrational (irrational to us) actions of modern day terrorists? If we 

had that answer the world would be a much safer place. Just how did the American 

sailors react to the madness of the kamikaze pilots in the dying stages of the Pacific 

War? Of course they could not, and carnage was the result. If you are confronted with 

an adversary who has no respect for his/her life the final outcome is likely to be 

unpleasant.  

Trying to keep the bothy a secret will not work. We really have to trust human nature 

and hope dearly that people will act in a sensible and respectful manner.  

Will this happen? I really donôt know. It may be here that I find common ground with 

the instigators of secrecy.  

Some of these bothies I have yet to visit. I doubt anyone could visit or pass by all the 

old ruins, crofts and bothies that exist over the whole length and breadth of Scotland. 

The following is an account of some of the imaginative places I have managed to see.  

Regarding the bothies visited I have added some brief notes, anecdotes, and a little 

history where applicable. I have also included many of the ruins I have come across on 

my fifty-nine-year journey across the Highlands. It was within some of these ruins that I 

was happy to spend many a night sheltering from the often wild and windy weather 

Scotland can throw at the weary traveller. Some of the places of ódossô have 

disappeared and others have slipped even further to ruin and waste. However, as I have 

written before, this applies to everything and not just buildings. The greatest example is 

ourselves. When I struggle up mountain slopes today I can certainly vouch for this.  

I have started in the far north and moved southwards.  

It does form the basis for further exploration. Yours. 

Remember because several maps overlap certain locations appear on more than one OS 

sheet. (Example Corrour bothy will appear on sheet 36 and sheet 43. Sourlies on sheet 

33 and sheet 40 etc.) 
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Scottish mainland 

 

Bothy O.S. sheet Grid reference 

Kearvaig 9 292727 

Firing range nearby. Caution required. Scene of the demise of Margaret Davies who 

mysteriously starved within the bothy in 2002. She died at Stornoway several days after 

discovery. Diagnosis hypothermia.9 

This is a beautiful location for those who seek solitude and satisfies my personal desire 

for aloneness So much history within the remains of several buildings in this area. My 

visit was fleeting and long ago. The bothy is now in excellent condition. It was 

renovated in 2009. Kearvaig is a three-room cottage with a separate section óbolted onô 

to the side. The right-hand room of the cottage is a communal area and the left-hand 

room has a sleeping platform above a concrete floor. There are two wood panel lined 

rooms in an attic. The end room is effectively an independent bothy with its own 

entrance door, hearth and sleeping platform.  

Why did Margaret die so mysteriously?  

She was walking the Cape Wrath trail and had camped out before retreating to the 

bothy. Her close family believed that Margaret was working on a treatise on the nature 

of solitude and at Kearvaig was seeking the intensity of isolation. Certainly, a traveller 

in search of isolation will find it at Kearvaig. The bothy is set upon the shoreline of a 

wide pristine beach where the breakers unfurl on the north Atlantic tide. All around, the 

land sweeps up to steep impressive cliffs  

Here another element of mystery órears its head.ô What was such an experienced world 

traveller doing without sufficient food and heating supplies.? 

Was it that she really was ódabblingô into the strange cult of breatharianism a concept 

which promotes living on light alone with almost entirely a lack of food and liquids. 

Followers of the cult believe that the energy saved in digesting food and drink can be 

transferred into physical, emotional and spiritual energy.  

Was Margaret killed by her own curiosity; a death brought about by playing Russian 

roulette with the concept? A little like a climber who realises the point of no return has 

been reached. The summit beckons but common sense is also screaming out ñdescendò. 

Once terminal difficulty had been reached she would have rued the fact that it was a 

steep 20-minute climb across loose rocks before the single-track road could be reached. 

Even then it was a huge distance to any form of habitation. Did she succumb to the 

advanced stages of hypothermia the symptoms of which can include listlessness, 

confusion and Margaretôs euphoric denial that anything was wrong until it was too late. 

Was it all a tragic misjudgement?  

 
9 All that remained of Margaretôs stay at Kearvaig was a Woolworths bag stuffed with rubbish, mottled 

tea bags, Kit Kat wrappers and empty packs of dried rations. Near the window where she left a note 

begging for food was discovered a jam jar of dried out wild flowers resting in a stagnant inch of liquid. 

The fireplace was cold and miserable. This was the depressing scene in which Margaret slipped further 

and further away from life, warmth and beauty. 
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All of this is horribly close to me. Like Margaret I am an intensely private person 

thriving on physical and mental challenges. Margaret was not interested in money only 

requiring enough to fund her adventurous travels. Money is of no consequence to me.  

Maybe Margaretôs mother can put this matter to óbedô as far as I am concerned. 

ñMargaret was a loner but never complained of being lonely.ò Regarding her paintings. 

ñHer aim was to make a statement about the human condition, whether on emotional, 

psychological or philosophical levels. ñ 

Margaret died in 2002 and I only came across her story several years ago.  

I had put my pen to paper more than 50 years ago and so much is similar.  

Scary?  

 

Strathchailleach 9 249658 

Sandyôs bothy. The home of the eccentric James McRory Smith for over 30 years. One 

of the most remote cottages in the British Isles. Renovated after his death. Sandy like 

myself was partial to a can of Carlsberg Special Brew. Uncannily like myself he 

despised the rat race and wanted a simple life.10  He knew that walking kept you 

healthy. Walking is one of the first things we learn. We do it all our lives. Wandering 

the fells and wild places isnôt dicing with death: it is a glorious enjoyment of life. 

(Wainwright) It all promotes your interest in birds and wild animals. At my cottage in 

Lunt I have a wonderful bird table that provides me so much pleasure watching the 

robins, sparrows, pigeons and finches taking sustenance from the seeds I put out almost 

every day. I have my two ex feral rescue cats that enjoy their wanderings in the wild 

fields next door.  

When Sandy occupied Strahchailleach an arrangement was made with the MBA that the 

western room was to be an open bothy, whilst Sandy occupied the other room and the 

small back bedroom. Unfortunately, Sandy was to be uncooperative. Being a loner, he 

did not want others to be sharing his abode. Possibly his drinking binges dictated his 

mood. Maybe a bit like me. A recent birthday card I received  

(73 rd.) showed a picture of a grumpy old man stating, ñOld enough to know better, 

grumpy enough not to care.ò  

What an amazing character Sandy was, and for those who wish to delve into the mind of 

an extrovert, ñHighland Hermitò by James Carron answers most of your questions. My 

memories go back a long time. Sadly, I never met Sandy. Today the bothy consists of 

three rooms leading from a corridor. On the left-hand side is a room with a medium 

sized sleeping platform. On the right is the ósitting roomô with a fireplace in which to 

burn peat. It is in here that memorabilia of Sandy can be seen. At the back is a small 

kitchen area. 

 

  

 
10 Inexplicably Sandy liked to listen to his portable radioô He enjoyed football commentaries, current 

affairs and political debates. Therefore, he did take an interest in what was happening beyond his bothy 

door. For someone who wished to detach himself from the órat raceô this might seem a little odd. But who 

are we to judge? 
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Strathan 9 247612 

A simple structure but solid. An ex shepherd cottage that has also been recently 

renovated by the MBA. Just below the bothy is a bridge that affords reliable crossings 

of the river when it is in spate. There is a lot of history regarding this crossing. My 

recollections go back decades, but recent hearsay gives an interesting input.11  

There was an interesting case of ôsquattingô at this cottage in 1990.12 

 

Sandwood House 9 221641 

Only as long as you donôt mind ónegativeô roof. Solid lower walls still stand but it is a 

ruin some 500m west of Sandwood Loch. Superb location if wind and rain are absent! 

Not quite in view of the impressive Sandwood Bay. On distant visits, hardly a soul 

would be seen. The only access is along a path, much improved today. Sadly, in this 

modern age pollution is becoming a problem even in these remote locations. Filth, 

waste and cursed plastic are being washed up on the beach threatening wild life and 

spoiling the whole environment. All the fault of greedy selfish sick human beings who 

care not for what is around them. The solution?? There are too many human beings and 

until at least 70% are eliminated the problem will get worse. Sorry; I just despise the 

spoliation of places such as Sandwood Bay.13 

 

 
11 A weeklong deluge in October 2014 washed away the footbridge leading to Strathan bothy. I can 

remember a bridge very many years ago but it was not this one. Apparently in recent times there have 

been at least three bridges at this location. Hidden in the heather one can see some rotted wooden anchor 

posts from a very old bridge. If you look carefully you will see four telegraph poles which were installed 

by Navy Cadets in the 1980ôs. This bridge was effective, but like everything in life wear and tear was 

inevitable. After the strands rusted into the waters the remaining struts were destroyed by a massive flood 

in 2010. In 2012 the bridge was rebuilt using the original telegraph poles and wooden slats with all new 

wire. 18 months later another storm of massive proportions washed this structure away.  

I have heard through the grapevine yet another bridge has been constructed at this important location. I 

am informed it is similar to the 2012 bridge and has 40 new 36mm wooden slats and the main suspension 

cable has been upgraded from 6mm to 8 mm wire rope. The handrail is 6 mm wire rope and the whole 

structure has a life expectancy of 25 years.  

This bridge is very important and more so as the popular Cape Wrath trail encourages more and more 

walkers to this remote area. My long experiences have always illustrated the grave annoyance of arriving 

at a bridge marked on the map to discover a raging torrent of impassable water.  

I have not seen this new bridge but I am sure it exists So would any walker struggling through appalling 

rainstorms desperately looking for the shelter of the bothy at Strathan??? 
12 A homeless pair of Cambridge graduates carried out a squat at Strathan. (Robbie Northway 35 and 

Anne 60). Along with their livestock (12 dogs, 40 geese some hens and ducks and a Shetland pony) they 

survived without electricity, running water or a toilet and utilised the shower at the fishermanôs mission at 

Kinlochbervie. When they were served a notice of eviction it was ignored. However, as they had no title 

to the property their squat was doomed to failure. On April 4th, a party of officials walked into the bothy 

to enforce eviction. The building was secured. I have much sympathy with the Northways who being sick 

of the landowners, sick of the privileged, and sick of the whole bloody system attempted to live their lives 

in a far from ostentatious manner. 
13 A recent survey (2016) discovered plastic particles in a third of fish caught off Britain. Microbeads 

barely visible to the naked eye are present as an exfoliant in shower gels, body scrubs and other beauty 

products. They create a gritty quality which helps to remove dirt, dead skin and grease. Microbeads do 

not bio-degrade when they are flushed away. Trillions end up in the marine food chain. Widespread 

contamination of cod, haddock, mackerel and shellfish is causing great risk to human health. An 

estimated 8 million tons of plastic enters our ocean every year bringing unimagined misery to wild life 

and the environment itself. Sandwood Bay is also a victim to this disgusting dumping. A pristine bay 

partly ruined by filthy human waste.  
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Strabeg 9 392518 

About 1.5 miles from the road. (A838) Park carefully. Landrover track for 1km then 

path. Bothy recently undergone renovation (2012) Large upstairs, kitchen and flushing 

loo, with a bathtub alongside. Originally this was a sheep farmers family home and it 

was sensibly constructed on a knoll to alleviate potential flooding problems. There is a 

nice fireplace so you can get yourself warm and cosy?  

 

Balloch 9 321611 

A long derelict building. The front walls still stand approx. 6 feet high, up to several of 

the window lintels. (2008) A gable end, with chimney stack, still stands. For how long 

only time will tell. This ruin is totally roofless, but it would afford some shelter from 

horizontal wind or gale.  

 

 Lone bothy  9 308422 

To my knowledge not an open bothy and the building is locked up. This is an estate 

building.  

When last seen the building had a good roof but some of the wall render was flaking 

off. There is a good bridge crossing the Abhainn an Loin However, do not expect 

shelter here. Often passed on an ascent of Arkle or Foinavon from the south. 

 

Cadha na Beaucaich 

howff 

9 325488 

A desperate shelter in glorious surroundings. This whole mountain range is indeed 

something special. The howff resembles a large cairn of boulders with a very small 

ódoorô access to the interior. It is in fact a cairn with a roof. 

 

Altnabad 9 463419 

On my marathon day (Aultguish- Ulapool- long drive - ascent of Ben Hope- long drive 

to Inchnadamph and óknackeredô mountain doss) I still found time to investigate 

Altnabad. All that remains are high walls and gable ends with chimney stacks. 5% 

shelter? 

 

Moine House 9 518601 

After my successful ascent of Ben Hope I made a quick visit to this interesting bothy 

ruin. In 2008 the walls still stood in a solid form. Two gable ends along with chimney 

stacks gave a gaunt appearance. 

 

Achnanclach 10 631512 

Not visited 

 



80 

 

Croft House 10 793490 

Lochstrathy on OS map. Not visited. Very remote. 12 miles on forestry track from north 

or a boggy 5-mile hike from west. Substantial bothy. 2 up 3 down.  

 

Glencoul 15 271305 

I have yet to visit this area and maybe one day when the high summits are less than 

attractive I shall do so. Very long march in. Possible difficult river crossing in wet 

weather. However, a damaged bridge has recently been repaired. Solid bothy with small 

hallway and two rooms. 

 

Glendhu 15 283338 

Another bothy to visit. Logically whilst walking to Glencoul. Very much on my list. 

Solid bothy with 4 rooms. 

 

Suileag 15 150211 

One task above all others is a lonely re-acquaintance with the inselbergs of the far north 

west. I have climbed Stac Pollaidh, Cul Beag and Quinag, but not yet Suilven. A 

stopover at Suileag is a must before the grim reaper appears. A basic bothy but in an 

ideal location. 

 

Clais 15 138138 

This is a total ruin lying on higher ground near the eastern shore of Lochan na Claise. 

From inspection there were originally 2 rooms and an outbuilding. (My visit was thirty 

years ago) Today merely low walls remain. You will need a tent. This is indeed lonely, 

remote and potentially hostile terrain. In order to climb Stac Pollaidh and 2 Corbetts, 

Cul Beag and Cul Mor, an overnight bivvy was required. 

 

Salachy 15 335071 

On a long walk up Glen Oykel to Loch Ailsh I came across the total ruin of Salachy. It 

was difficult to locate, but this is a grand walk when the high tops are not required. 

 

Inchnadamph bone 

caves 

15 268170 

From the A837 at GR. 253179 make progress along an excellent track up the Allt nan 

Uamh on the route to the Corbett Breabag. You are in limestone ócountryô and the 

stream will often disappear down sinkholes. After a mile or so you will see the caves 

high up on the right hand (south) slopes. I spent an intriguing half day exploring these 

caves and finally decided to abandon the toil of a mountain ascent. Whilst I was 

exploring I met up with a delightful family group. Myself, a father and his two 

daughters (aged 7 and 9 years) let our imaginations run riot as to the origin of these 

superb caves. I had done some serious potholing in the past and I am glad I had done so. 
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Figure 27: Bone caves near Inchnadamph with my two young friends 

 

However, I cannot really say it had ófired me up.ô A couple of forages into these caves 

were quite sufficient for me on this occasion. Geologists have found within the caves 

bones from long extinct mammals such as the lynx, polar bear and arctic fox. Bones of 

4 human beings had been discovered and radio carbon dating put them at 4,500 years of 

age. In total over 1,000 pieces of reindeer antler had been found within the caves, 

ranging from 47,000 years ago to 8,000 years.  

Did ancient man ever use these caves as a home? We really do not know. However, as 

the whole site is a special site of scientific interest it is vital we all respect the 

surroundings. Visit and explore, but if you require shelter use your tent or nearby 

Inchnadamph Lodge. Respect our history. 

 

Raonacloy House                                         16 561039 

A long wait at Lairg railway station gave me the opportunity to visit this impressive ruin 

in the early 2000ôs. High walls stand with gable ends. There is no roof, but you could 

still make out the location of the placement of windows. Absolutely minimal shelter. Go 

to the pub in Lairg.  

 

Glens Church 16 383009 

I believe it has now ógoneô. 

On the day I aborted my ascent of Seana Braigh I had time for other explorations. Duag 

bridge, the school house- pre-bothy when it was a stable, Craggan ruins and the unique 

bridge over the nearby ravine. Glens church intrigued me. When I was there it was a 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































